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ABSTRACT 
BOOTSTRAP BORICUAS:  
A FAMILY PERFORMING AND EXPLORING CULTURAL ASSIMILATION 
MAY 2016 
ELLEN CORREA, B.A. CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY MONTEREY BAY 
M.A. ANTIOCH UNIVERSITY MCGREGOR 
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Leda M. Cooks 
This dissertation involves myself, my two brothers, and our mother embarking, over several 
years, on a journey to explore the meanings we and others ascribe to our identities as second 
and third generation Puerto Ricans. Engaging a methodology I dub dialogic ethnography, the 
study produces a critical interweaving of family history, identity stories, and dialogue, within the 
context of U.S. racial/ethnic hierarchies. The purpose is to reflect on the ethical implications of 
our daily performances of cultural assimilation.  
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 1 
CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION - ASSIMILATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS1 
“Opening and interpreting lives is very different from opening and closing books.”  
(Conquergood, 1985) 
 “What is your dissertation about?” 
I’m sitting on the examining table in my doctor’s office, still fully dressed, thank god. I’ve 
just moved back to Western New York to complete my dissertation and this is the introductory 
visit to my new doctor. He’s my mother’s doctor. She loves him and since she is hard to please I 
figure I will love him too.  
“So what do you do for a living?” 
“I’m a full-time PhD student. I’ve moved home to write my dissertation.” 
“Oh great! What’s your dissertation about?” I already like him. He wants to know about 
me as a person, yet I’ve come to dread the question. I can’t figure out how to describe it in a 
way folks can relate to. 
“It’s a family ethnography. I’m studying my own family and our process of cultural 
assimilation. We are of Puerto Rican descent.” 
“That’s interesting. How did you come to choose your topic?” 
                                                 
1 The title of this chapter is borrowed from the well-known essay, Rumbaut, R. G. (1999). Assimilation and 
Its Discontents: Between Rhetoric and Reality. I do not use the phrase in exactly the same way, or in only 
the way referred to by Rumbaut. In the essay Rumbaut critiques the notion of straight line assimilation as 
a means to “socioeconomic success” (p. 925), and although I agree that cultural assimilation does not 
result in “parity of life chances” (Alba & Nee, 2003) for all groups nor all individuals (see discussion of 
assimilation in Chapter 2) the term “discontents” is also used here more broadly to denote dangers 
associated with assimilation that may achieve the kind of unearned racial/privilege accorded to and 
performed by me and my family. The term may also be seen to be tongue in cheek, poking fun at the 
angst I feel when someone asks, “What is your dissertation about?” 
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“Well, I’m third generation Puerto Rican and as you can tell deeply assimilated into 
mainstream U.S. culture. I want to explore how that came to happen and what difference it 
makes, given racial and ethnic prejudice in this country.” 
“I’m third generation Italian, but my heritage doesn’t matter so much anymore,” he 
says. “Yeah, except for the food we’ve lost our Italian culture. Why is it important that we 
maintain our ethnic culture?” 
“Well that’s kinda what I’m exploring in the dissertation. Given the negative 
stereotyping of Puerto Ricans in the States, how do our personal and political beliefs play into 
and resist those stereotypes?” I see the blank look on his face, falter, and then I remember 
reading about a study that I think would interest him.  
“Have you heard about the study done in Pennsylvania in the 1960s (Stout, Morrow, 
Brandt, & Wolf, 1964) on an enclave of new immigrant Italians? They were found to have much 
lower incidence of and mortality rates from heart disease.” 
“Really?” 
“Yes, and the researchers came back more recently, after the community had 
assimilated more deeply into mainstream cultural norms and found that the people had almost 
the same incidence and death rates as the rest of the country (Egolf, Lasker, Wolf, & Potvin, 
1992). They hypothesized that it was traditional Italian lifestyle, the cuisine, the less stressful 
lifestyle – you know “it takes a village” and all that – that accounted for their lower incidence of 
heart disease. But once the people assimilated to U.S. cultural norms their rate of heart disease 
went up. So there’s scientific evidence that there’s value in maintaining our traditional cultural 
heritage.”  
I don’t remember now how he responded to that, but it’s not really what my 
dissertation is about. Not why we should hold on to our heritage culture; not why Puerto Rican 
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culture is better than U.S. White culture. It’s about living in the borderlands. It’s about how, in 
these borderlands, we learn that speaking English is better than speaking Spanish, that so-called 
unaccented standard American English is better than Spanglish. I’s about how I learned that to 
be ethnic Puerto Rican is to be “ugly, lazy, criminal” (Santiago, 1995, p. xxvi). My dissertation is 
about how my family of Puerto Rican descent came to see ourselves as White, middle class, U.S. 
Americans. My dissertation is about how, in our family, we play out, resist, and complicate 
assimilative identities. My dissertation is about how these performances influence our 
relationships and our politics. But I don’t know how to explain all this him. Instead I tell my new 
doctor how assimilation sometimes makes us sick and sometimes kills us. 
Situating the Study 
This research produces a critical interweaving of family history, identity stories, and 
dialogue in order to craft a “reckoning of the past for lessons about the present” (Waterston & 
Rylko-Bauer, 2006, p. 409). I employ an overall methodology of dialogic ethnography to explore, 
through the genres of performance (auto) ethnography and historical fiction, the personal and 
political implications of cultural assimilation in my U.S. family of Puerto Rican descent.  
The study is prompted by the need to understand the meaning and effects of my 
identity development as a Latina who is assimilated into white mainstream U.S. society. I am a 
third generation mainland Puerto Rican; the descendent of both peasants and landowning 
farmers on the island. All four of my grandparents migrated as young adults from Puerto Rico to 
New York City, and I was an infant when my family moved from a Puerto Rican neighborhood in 
New York City to a rural, white community in upstate New York. My mother once told me that 
the decision to raise their children in a white community and to speak to us only in English was 
my parents' conscious attempt to spare us the prejudice and lack of opportunity they 
experienced growing up in New York City. Perhaps they didn't realize how complete our 
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disconnection from Puerto Rican culture would be, but I don’t think it would have mattered if 
they had. They were trying to mejorar la vida2. 
Consequently, mine was the only Puerto Rican family in the small community where I 
grew up, although as a child I never thought about that. For me, assimilation was not chosen but 
an invisible reality that, like Janie in Zora Neale Hurston’s (1937/2006) Their Eyes Were 
Watching God, manifested with a sense of myself as just like the white kids in the 
neighborhood. “Ah was wid dem white chillum so much till Ah didn’t know Ah wuzn’t white till 
Ah was round six year old” (p. 181). I always knew I was Puerto Rican, but in a strange way I 
didn’t know I wasn’t white until I was much older than Janie. 
This study emerges from my own experience of cultural assimilation as, at least in part, 
a means by which racial outsiders may seek the rewards and privileges of whiteness for 
ourselves. Traditionally, assimilation into U.S. dominant cultural paradigms has been advanced 
by most Anglo-Americans and some people of color as a positive process, “by which people of 
diverse origins achieve a cultural solidarity sufficient for national coherence” (Robert Park qtd. in 
Rodriguez, 2004). According to sociologist Elliott R. Barkan (1995), 
Assimilation most accurately represents the point at which individual members of ethnic 
groups have shed the cultural, linguistic, behavioral, and identificational characteristics 
of their original group as well as disengaged from the associational, or structural, 
activities that have set them apart from others. (n.p.) 
 
But this definition does not consider the implications of the persistent racialization of 
certain ethnic groups3 and the power of dominant racial discourses to construct and reflect the 
characteristics of identification that are positive and desired and those that are negative and 
abhorred, and must be shed to survive and prosper in a racially stratified society.  
                                                 
2 make a better life 
 
3 See Ignatiev 1995, Roediger 2006, and Guglielmo & Salerno 2003 for literature tracing the transition 
from nonwhite to white of Italians, the Irish, and other groups of European immigrants to the U.S. 
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Hence, Barkan’s promotion of what is known as Anglo-Conformity theory (Gordon, 
1964) has been problematized by many scholars of color (Ferdman & Gallegos, 2001; hooks, 
2002; Johnson, 1999; Lopez, 1998; Martinez, 1999; Mehra, 2003; Morrison, 1993ú; Oútiz, 1999) 
as a concept that is rooted in the view of other cultures as inferior or at least subordinate to the 
dominant Anglo culture. These scholars maintain that immigrants and their progeny and Black 
and Native American peoples are pressured to assimilate as they can by social, economic, and 
institutional means and that this pressure is oppressive and unethical.  
Placing lived experience in the context of critical cultural studies is a means to better 
understand and demonstrate that white privilege and associated internalized oppression are 
powerful influences on assimilation, and that there are therefore ethical implications to my own 
assimilationist epistemology. For purposes of this study I borrow from Barkan to propose the 
following definition of assimilation: The shedding or imposed denial of the cultural, linguistic, 
behavioral, and identificational characteristics of a person’s original racialized group, as well as 
disengaging from the associational, or structural activities that sets the group apart from others, 
that is to some extent based on the internalization of the messages implicit in white privilege, 
and the belief that identification with whiteness is necessary to live and prosper in the dominant 
society. This is the definition of assimilation that underlies and inspires this study. In Chapter 2 I 
deal in more depth with the ways scholars in different disciplines have theorized cultural 
assimilation over time. 
Significance of the Study 
Ethnographic studies that examine mainland Puerto Rican identity often center on the 
connections between language and identity, and have been conducted by scholars in 
Anthropology (Urciuolie, 1996), Education (Hornberger, 1997), Linguistics (Zentella, 1990), and 
 6 
Ethnic Studies (Roth, 2009). However, there is a dearth of work being done in this area by 
researchers in Communication. 
Bootstrap Boricuas draws from and builds upon a newly emerging area of Latina/o 
Communication research, where, in recent years a small number of Latina/o Communication 
scholars have begun to explore Latina/o identity using various facets of New Ethnography 
(Saukko, 2003) and autoethnography methodology/genre. A few have begun to examine issues 
of assimilation, acculturation, hybridity, internalized oppression, or privilege within the Latina/o 
community, and most significantly, within their own lived experience (Amaya, 2007; Martinez, 
2003; Carillo Rowe (2004); Calafell, 2004; Moreman, 2011; Velázquez Vargas, 2008).  
Chicana Communication scholar Jacqueline M. Martinez (2003) refers to an upbringing 
similar to mine when she writes, “I was taught to be white and heterosexual.” And explains 
further that, 
The fact that I was raised with these attitudes toward myself and my future is certainly 
related to choices that my parents made and the particular priorities they set in their 
own lives. But, it also has to do with a lot more than just the choices my parents made. 
It has to do with the specifics of a cultural time and place, the history that preceded that 
time and place, and the ideas about a possible future that filled that time and place. It 
has to do with a field of cultural norms generating a certain momentum that typifies any 
given time and place. (p. 110) 
 
As suggested by Martinez, this study situates the attitudes towards myself and others 
that I was raised with, within a particular cultural time and place and the history that preceded 
that time and place. In the pages that follow, I explore and make connections with my ancestors’ 
lives on the Island in the early 20th century, my grandparents’ migration to New York City in the 
1930s, my family’s move to a rural white community in the late 1950s, and my life as a PhD 
student in the second decade of the 21st century.  
Among Communication scholars employing performance autoethnography as a 
method/genre to write about Latina/o identity is Bernadette Calafell (2004) who, in one study, 
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takes, “A dialogic approach to ethnography [that] attempts to account for reflexivity and to 
negotiate the politics of voice through its denial of authority to any one voice” (p. 179).  In her 
essay, Calafell uses this approach to explore and analyze the experience (her own, but more 
significantly that of a friend and research participant) of being Chicana/o in the diaspora. She 
analyzes the experiences of Mario, a Chicano doctoral student originally from Los Angeles, 
within the context of the history of the Chicano/a Movement, and in the time and place of 
North Carolina during the rapid growth of the “New Latina/o South.”  She states that her data 
emerges from dialogue with her research participant, but the dialogue is not apparent in her 
performance piece.  
In this study I move a step beyond this approach, employing a version of dialogic 
ethnography, which features many of the dialogues I engage with my family in the text itself. I 
share my writing with my family members, who act as co-participants/researchers, and engage 
them in dialogue regarding the early versions of my writing. My study and the ensuing text is 
created and revised in dialogue, and the process of dialogue is endemic throughout the 
performances. My research builds on an emerging self-reflexive and dialogic trend among 
Latina/o scholars in Communication by exploring Puerto Ricanness and whiteness as 
(sedimented but not essentialized) performances that both have influenced and are 
constructed, maintained, and resisted by me and my family, as we perform, and reflect on how 
we perform, assimilated Puerto Rican identities.  
While in some ways this study harkens back to a view of Anglo Conformity assimilation it 
also explores the agentic dimensions of the construction of identity for the second and third 
generations of a mainland Puerto Rican family. And I wish to emphasize that the purpose of my 
research is not to challenge research by scholars who reject assimilation or “internal 
colonialism” (Flores, 1993, p. 185) as defining the Puerto Rican or Latina/o experience, but 
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rather to uncover/achieve a verisimilitude that does not refute other frameworks for 
understanding the construction and influence of Puerto Rican identity, but employs self-
reflexivity and dialogue to explore the implications of a particular epistemology that resonates 
(in different ways) with the participant members of one family of Puerto Rican descent. 
Engaging with my family in this way is a means to show, not tell, some part of our experience of 
cultural assimilation, and it is an effort to engage  
the tension in dialogue to recognize the routine, to take for granted the assumptions 
and routines with which we engage while also recognizing the open potential for 
transformation, something beyond the usual. (McNamee & Shotter, 2004) 
 
My hope is that when others read this work a sense of their own family performances of race, 
ethnicity, and culture will emerge, as a means to explore the implications of those performances 
for their own relationships, politics, and ethics. 
The Co-Participants/Researchers 
 In later pages the study’s co-participants/researchers will describe themselves. But for 
this introduction I take the liberty of introducing the study co-participants/researchers. 
Mom – A girl who married another second generation Puerto Rican and didn’t get the Donna 
Reed life she expected. A woman who dug deep to go from retail/clerical work to director of 
multi-million dollar government programs with only a high school education. A mother who ade 
the best of a hard marriage to support and raise her children. A strict mother, loving 
gandmother, and supportive friend. An older women, reflecting on a life with its share of grief; 
saring those reflections in these pages for love of her family and herself. 
Ellen – who qualifies for the label “nontraditional” in many aspects of my life. Nontraditional as 
a single woman with no children, who indulges an urge to nurture my mother, brothers, nieces 
and nephews, students, and friends. Nontraditional middle aged undergraduate student and 
even older graduate student. Nontraditional as a young person who rose to managerial 
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positions in local government before obtaining a college degree. Nontraditional in that I left a 
good paying job as manager of an anti-poverty program (yes I see the irony here) to learn more 
about myself in relation to others in graduate school. Nontraditional as a self-identified Latina of 
Puerto Rican descent who is devoting her life to finding out what that means and how it 
matters. On bad days I’m ashamed of being nontraditional. On good days I’m proud of it. On the 
best days I am at peace. 
Middle Brother (MB) – who marches to a different drummer. My first playmate, whom I soon 
abandoned for others with more status. The brilliant child who flunked in school. My new best 
friend who shares his thoughts and feelings with me. Loving husband to his white wife and 
father to a grown son and daughter, who, if asked, would say they are white, I think. Working 12 
and 16 hour days at the factory. Gritting through the pain from a genetic condition inherited 
from his maternal grandfather, so he can help everyone fix things, make things, teach things. 
The organic intellectual none of us can do without. 
Youngest Brother (YB) – the baby I became a little mother to. The little boy who worried about 
graffiti on the cliffs of the Hudson River. The teenager who adored his father but is his mother’s 
son. The young man with a spark that made him the youngest fire chief in his city’s history. The 
hard boiled, hilarious, teasing brother who won’t like that I say he is deeply sensitive. Loving 
husband to a white woman and father to a 12 year old daughter; Working for the state 
emergency management agency, he is called on to put things back together when the world falls 
apart.  
Knowing and Showing: The What and Why of Genres 
 As I discuss in depth in Chapter 3, I conceive of this study as, “an ethnography that is 
constructed along dialogical lines” (Lassiter 2005, p. 5). In one sense the cholce of genre through 
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 which I would communicate the family dialogues was almost self-evident4. I will write stories. I 
want my mother and brothers and I to tell each other and listen to each other’s stories. I do not 
want to then sit down in my solitary office and analyze them. I will discuss the stories with my 
family and the stories and our discussions will speak for themselves.  
 I say “almost self-evident” because deciding just what kind of stories I had written was 
not easy or obvious. The stories allow us to speak for ourselves, with little translation or 
interpretation, but it was a process to identify the genres I had invoked and to justify their 
belonging within the current criteria and standards for what I now conceive of as performance 
autoethnography and historical fiction. The salient point is that I did not so much choose the 
genres I would use for each chapter of this treatise; the genre chose me. 
Performance Autoethnography 
 According to Denzin (2005), the genre of performance autoethnography emerges from 
historical ethnographic moments that grapple with issues of representation, legitimation, and 
praxis. Autoethnography then, allows me to: 1) employ a methodology/genre that does not 
purport to uncover the truth of others’ lives, but rather engages an embodied/performative 
praxis that attempts to address the problems inherent in trying to translate lived experience to 
text; 2) elide the limitations imposed/assumed by standards of validity, generalizability, and 
reliability; and 3) engage a methodology/genre that effects a kind of change that transcends the 
limitations of textuality (Denzin, 2005).  
                                                 
4 I recognize that permission to invoke this “self-evident” story-telling form of ethnography has deep roots 
in Anthropology and Communication and is indebted to such giants as Dwight Conquergood (1985), 
Barbara Tedlock (1991), Kirin Narayan (1999), Lila Abu-Lughod (1986), Norman Denzin (2005), Laurel 
Richardson and Elizabeth St. Pierre (2005) and many others. These pioneers have made it possible for me 
to write a bricolaje “that is a pieced-together set of representations that is fitted to the specifics of a 
complex situation” (Denzin, 2005). 
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 In other words, performance autoethnography gives me the space to show my life and 
the lives of my family members, as we endeavor to know (differently) what our lives mean, and 
how these meanings matter (Vidal-Ortiz, 2004). And this genre privileges the living of 
assimilated identities over the textual representation or translation of those lives. And finally, 
performance autoethnography gives me room to engage in what Richardson & St. Pierre (2005) 
dub as “writing as a method of nomadic inquiry” (p. 967). That is, “writing [as] thinking, writing 
[as] analysis, writing [as] indeed a seductive and tangled method of discovery” (p. 967). In 
Bootstrap Boricuas I employ different methods to write, not as a solitary endeavor, but to 
engage in nomadic inquiry together, in dialogue, with my family. 
Chapter 3, “Dialogic Ethnography or Finding a Way Out of the Oppressive Assimilation” 
replaces a traditional Methodology section, in that it is written in the vernacular and speaks 
directly with/to my mother and brothers, as well as a wider audience. The chapter incarnates 
performance autoethnography as I negotiate, develop, and explain the who, what, why, and 
how of this study. I believe that a dialogic ethnography, similar to Lassiter’s (2005) notion of 
collaborative ethnography, must, as much as possible/practicable, be transparent in purpose, 
content, and methodology. The way the study is conducted should not only be understandable 
to the participants/co-researchers, but, to the extent possible/wanted, be negotiated with 
them, in order to craft a project that is respectful of the co-participants/researchers and more 
true to the notion of dialogue. This is what Chapter 3 attempts to do. 
Chapter 4, “Lost in Puerto Rico” is a polivocal performance autoethnography that 
includes stories and dialogues that move back and forth in time and place. It is 
autoethnographic in that, in the words of Stacy Holman Jones (2005), “personal stories become 
a means for interpreting the past, translating and transforming contexts, and envisioning a 
future” (p. 767-8). The chapter exhibits both the explore and perform in the title of this study 
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through memories, reflections, and vignettes, in an effort to create a text “that unfolds in the 
intersubjective space of individual and community and that embraces tactics for both knowing 
and showing” [italics original] (Holman Jones, 2005, p. 767). 
Chapter 5, “Missing someone I had never met,” is also a performance autoethnography 
that documents the unfolding of a past family secret that has powerful implications for the 
present. The chapter includes an epilogue that provides a glimpse into the ways the study co-
participants/researchers made sense of the secret and our relationship to the events/dynamics 
that were revealed. The majority of the chapter is transcribed dialogue that invokes Sapir’s 
opinion (Quoted in Narayan, 1999) that “there is much to learn from transcribing, either 
literally, or in simple paraphrase, personal experiences and other texts that have been written 
down or dictated by natives” (p. 141).  
Historical Fiction and Collective Memory 
The first part of Chapter 6, “Lanie’s Story” departs from performance autoethnography 
to invoke a modest version of historical fiction. The chapter emerged from my wish to document 
and share a history of my family with my co-participants/researchers and other family members. 
It began as a straight narrative of our family history; the facts about our ancestors that my 
middle brother (MB) and I had uncovered through on-line research and several trips to Puerto 
Rico, but I soon resolved to write a more creative narrative; to write a story imagining parts of 
the lives of our Correa/Conty relatives and ancestors.  
I conceive of the first part of “Lanie’s Story” as a form of historical fiction; “a literary 
work or category whose content is produced by the imagination and based on or concerned 
with events in history” (Dalton, 2006). Elizabeth Krause (2009) describes her process of 
researching and writing the book Unraveled: A Weaver’s Tale of Life Gone Modern and the 
choice she made to “bring the topic to life” (p. 4) by blurring the genres of historical fiction and 
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narrative ethnography. Part 1 of her book is a novel that invokes fictional scenes and dialogue to 
imagine what the lives of her real life research participants were like in Italy in the first half of 
the 20th century. In a similar, albeit less ambitious way, Lanie’s Story also is made up of fictional 
scenes and dialogue to imagine what the lives of my real life ancestors and family members may 
have been like in Puerto Rico and New York City in the first half of the 20th century. But unlike 
Unraveled, “Lanie’s Story” is not an empirical investigation into a historical phenomena, but 
rather an imagined story, based on memory and historical and genealogical data, told by and for 
family members.  
The story narrates portions of the history of the Correa/Conty families going back four 
generations -- as far as memory and discovered documentation permit. It is told through the 
eyes of 12 year old Lanie, a fictional character, and combines family stories, memories, census 
data, and other archival sources to imagine a specific day, about every ten years (beginning 
about 1910) in the lives of my direct ancestors and family members, and ending with the deaths 
of my grandparents. One function of “Lanie’s Story” is to be a means to tap into a (denied) 
collective memory of our family’s Puerto Rican heritage. 
 Susan Crane (1997) defines collective memory as “a conceptualization that expresses a 
sense of the continual presence of the past” (p. 1373).  Among the key questions Crane asks in 
her treatise titled “Writing the Individual Back into Collective Memory” is, “Do we write history 
because we have experienced it ourselves, or do we see ourselves as looking at something that 
is distant and virtually lost to us?” (p. 1374). The answer of course is “both.” Lanie’s Story is both 
a recreation of a history that my family has lost as a consequence of and in order to achieve 
assimilation, as well as the documenting of lived experience and collective memory. 
 In an essay on Rosario Ferré’s novel The House on the Lagoon, Kelly Lyon Johnson (2011) 
points out that in interviews the novelist has said “that she writes or translates her own work 
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into English in order to include Puerto Ricans living in the United States as part of her audience 
and to provide them with memories of the island” (p. 240). Ferré adds that, “those who come 
[to the United States] fleeing poverty and hunger are often forced to be merciless with memory, 
as they struggle to integrate with and become indistinguishable from the mainstream” (p. 241). 
Johnson points out that in The House on the Lagoon “the narrator Isabel Mendizabal, [writing a 
family history manuscript] serves as a facilitator of collective memory as she records and 
transmits it for others; she is the individual in whom Crane insists memory is located” (p. 242). 
Claiming no pretension to the level of literary skill exemplified in Ferré’s famous novel, there is 
yet a similarity between Ferré’s Isabel and my charachter of Lanie, in that Lanie serves as the 
facilitator of collective memory of our family history. Both Isabel and Lanie “seek to recreate 
[lived and] unlived experience through fiction” (Johnson, 2011, p. 243). 
Conclusion or Intent vs. Impact 
Ellen – “My fear is that readers and audience members will misunderstand or misuse my stories 
to come to their own conclusions – conclusions very different from what I intend.” 
Professor – “You cannot control the ways your writing is received or understood. You can only 
write for yourself; write what’s true for you.” 
Ellen – “But there’s a risk that the outcome will be the opposite of what I intend. In fact, it’s 
happened already. People have said things to me like, ‘There’s no need to be ashamed that you 
don’t speak Spanish.’ ‘Do you think there’s only one way to be Puerto Rican?’ ‘Your work shows 
that even people of color can be racist.’ I’d rather not write at all than have people walk away 
thinking these are the lessons I’ve learned – the messages I want to share.” 
Professor – “Why do you think you can control the understandings/reactions of others? Why do 
you want to?” 
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Ellen – “No, I know in the end I can’t control how my work is received/understood, but the 
audience does matter doesn’t it? Otherwise why share these performances at all? I need to 
figure out a way to communicate these experiences that will do justice to the people I portray.” 
Professor – “Just write. Don’t let your fear that others won’t understand stop you from writing. 
Just write.” 
  The worry I expressed years ago in that performance autoethnography class has not 
evaporated, but I took my professor’s advice to “just write.” As I reflect on the evolution of each 
chapter and how they connect with each other I realize that each emerged as a consequence of 
where my mother and my brothers and I were in the process of exploring and performing 
assimilation at a particular moment in time.  
  I began to pull Chapter 4, “Lost in Puerto Rico,” together soon after MB and I returned 
from our most recent trip to Puerto Rico. Although the vignettes/memories move back and forth 
in time, for the most part they were written in the order in which they appear. Although in once 
sense it is a patchwork of disconnected narratives, the chapter materialized, and functions as a 
whole. Life is not lived as a neat chronology, but rather as movement backwards and forwards, 
as moments of pain, joy, insight, confusion, and love.  
  Chapter 5, “Missing someone I had never met,” depicts the uncovering of a family secret 
of racial/ethnic passing, and subsequently the complete erasure of Puerto Rican identity in the 
consciousness of the children of a maternal uncle. The chapter portrays how the secret was 
uncovered during a family reunion and how the study co-participants/researchers subsequently 
reflected on the realization that our uncle and aunt raised their children with no knowledge of 
their Puerto Rican descent, but rather fabricated an Italian heritage/family history. This story 
follows Chapter 4’s autoethnographic account of growing up white, even while knowing we are 
Puerto Rican. The placement of the chapters raise questions about the similarities and 
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differences in these two kinds of assimilation; into the implications of these kinds of 
assimilation: one often normalized and even lauded, and the other more clearly a source of 
shame and pathos, yet both serving as a means of the erasure of collective memory and ethnic 
pride. 
  Lanie’s Story, although set historically prior to the events depicted in chapters 4 and 5, 
could only have been told at the end of this journey. Recounting the stories in chapters 4 and 5 
made the story of our ancestors important enough to imagine and to tell.  
  Although this is the rationale for the text unfolding as it has, the doing of it was not 
consciously planned. It’s only after the fact that I can understand the why and wherefore of 
these chapters. These are the stories that need to be told in this moment, but like our lives, this 
is an unfolding text. With this study I set out to show some of the lived experiences of cultural 
assimilation among the members of my family of Puerto Rican descent. I set out to reflect on all 
of this together with my brothers and our mother. I have not set out to make/uncover a 
definitive statement on assimilation. I am not trying to say, “This is what it means to be 
assimilated Puerto Ricans.” Rather I aim to explore with my family our assimilation and how it 
signifies, for us in relation to others, in this moment, within historical structures of racial/ethnic 
inequality.  
  In the chapter that follows I position this study in the interstices between 
characterizations of materialist and poststructural research paradigms; review representative 
literature in Puerto Rican political and cultural history and in cultural assimilation as a means to 
situate the study within theories of racial/ethnic inequality; and I discuss critical whiteness 
studies as the lens through which I understand these explorations and performances of cultural 
assimilation. 
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CHAPTER 2 
A STUDY IN CONTRADICTIONS 
“Contradictions are inherent in social life and not evidence of failure or inadequacy in a person 
or in a social system. In fact, contradictions are the basic ‘drivers’ of social change.”  
(Papa, et al., 2005). 
I seek fruitful means to better understand how performances of my racial/ethnic 
identity variously contribute to enabling and constraining the humanization and actualization of 
myself and others. Theory is a tool to be used in this process, but I struggle against the tendency 
of any one way of conceiving of/explaining the world to prohibit me from benefitting from the 
truth (small t) to be garnered from any other. This review of literature is therefore a study in 
contradictions. Here, I both utilize and guard against grand narratives; insist on the ubiquity of 
structural racism as well as the discursive construction of race. I seek to engage in respectful 
dialogue with supposed adversaries and understand structures of inequality in ways that better 
prepare me to effect positive personal and political change. In short, I want to engage a 
materialist/poststructuralist world on its own terms and on mine. Hence, in this review I 
consider key arguments that have informed the literature on Puerto Rico and Puerto Ricans, 
deconstruct sociological theories of assimilation within a context of family ethics, relationships, 
and politics, and find and help define the spaces where performance ethnography engages 
critical white studies. True to the purpose of a review of literature I put these disparate and 
sometimes oppositional ideas in conversation with each other and with me.  
Poststructuralism and Materialism 
 “Pick a paradigm,” one professor urges.  
 “Are you more attached to the archive or the performance?” another asks me. 
 “I want you to address the subject from a materialist perspective,” a third directs.   
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I resist. “I don’t want to. I can’t,” I whine.  
I evade. “Both,” I reply flippantly. 
I capitulate. “Absolutely. Thank you for the helpful reminder,” I gush.  
These various encounters are emblematic of a fundamental conflict that pervades my 
professional and personal life and therefore this study: the ideological polemic between 
materialism and poststructuralism. I recognize that this is an old argument and that some might 
say this dispute has been put to rest – is no longer relevant – given, for example, “new 
paradigm” (Saukko, 2003), “thirdspace” (Soja, 1996), or “new materialisms (Coole & Frost, 2010) 
research, each of which aims to fruitfully combine the strengths and minimize the weaknesses 
of paradigms that are seen to be ideologically conflicting. What’s more, versions of this 
argument have been framed using different categories to define ideological parameters. This 
discussion could perhaps as easily compare cultural studies and political economy (Mosco, 
1996), or constructionism/constructivism and critical theory (Guba & Lincoln, 2005), or even 
diverge from the binary by labeling the major research paradigms as hermeneutic, 
poststructuralist, and realist/contextualist (Saukko, 2003, p. 19). Yet the argument as I have 
chosen to frame it here resonates with the ways I am thinking about my study, as well as the 
ways the conflict and my own ambivalence has played out over the years in my professional 
(academic and non-academic) and personal lives.  
To begin, let me assert that I place this study firmly in a context of social justice, or what 
Diversi & Moreira (2009) call decolonizing scholarship, and Paulo Freire (2000) conceives of as 
the “vocation” of the humanization of all people.  
    In an essay examining the efficacy of ethnography to achieve “a progressive political 
agenda” Angrosino (2005) proposes that “Social justice [research] . . . is related to the obligation 
of all people to apply moral principles to the systems and institutions of society (e.g., individuals 
 19 
and groups are urged to take an active interest in necessary social and economic reforms)” (p. 
739). My study adheres to this conception of social justice in that it convenes the research 
participants to examine the relational, ethical, and political implications of cultural assimilation 
in our own lives, which involves articulating and therein (perhaps) changing the nature of our 
“active interest in necessary social and economic reforms.” Not all research that may be 
characterized as either materialist or poststructuralist has that aim. I therefore examine 
literature that addresses the differences, commonplaces, and efficacy of self-identified critical 
poststructuralist and critical materialist scholarship, and attempt to situate my own work within 
this controversy.  
The Debate 
The purpose of this section is to comprehend and describe both paradigms well enough 
to situate my own research methodology roughly within them and on their borders. Although, 
again, scholars differ regarding the terms used and the definitions of each, my use of the term 
materialism most closely conforms to “historical materialism,” a paradigm which has reemerged 
from post-Marxist theory to find salience among a faction of present-day critical scholars 
(Carver, 2005).  This form of critical materialism focuses on changing/eliminating structures of 
inequality that are real things in themselves, and adherents/practitioners urge that this cannot 
be accomplished by changing discourse alone (González, 2004; Harris, 2001; Mizen, 1998). 
According to Carver (2005), historical materialism is characterized by,  
a selective focus on the human activities ordinarily termed "economic," that is, the 
production, consumption, distribution, and exchange of the "material" means of life. 
Linking those activities with materialism played on the material qualities of economic 
goods, associating them in turn with what is basic and indispensable for human life. This 
doctrine further suggests that the economic activities associated with goods of this kind 
are more real and therefore have more explanatory power than anything else, 
particularly "mere" ideas or thoughts. (n.p.) 
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This last assertion responds to poststructuralism’s tenet that it is the communication of 
ideas that constructs reality. What scholars have called “the linguistic turn” (Kirk, 1994), where, 
for example, researchers work towards social justice by investigating the genealogy of 
discourses of oppression, is the principle of poststructuralism that concerns me here.  According 
to Davis (1997) a critical poststructuralist approach may point to a self that can see how it has 
been socially constituted and work to reconstitute itself. Davis’s conception responds to the 
charge from materialists that poststructuralists are ahistorical and antagonistic to class analysis 
(González, 2004) and may also address critiques of relativism (Harris, 2001) and relatedly, a kind 
of determinism (Mizen, 1998) wherein individuals are stripped of agency.  Political economy of 
communication scholar Vincent Mosco (1996), summarizes the view of many materialists when 
he states, “Suffice it to say that in the extreme, and post-structuralist work certainly tests the 
limits of the extreme, social constructivism turns into a relativism that admits of little, if any, 
analytical or empirical certainty” (p. 250). 
But poststructuralists may not be abashed by that characterization, or at least might 
temper that perspective by asserting as Rosaldo (1994) does that “cultural studies faces the 
analytical difficulty of attending, say, to racism as a historically changing cultural construct 
without losing touch with the actual violence, whether physical, verbal, or institutional, inflicted 
on living human beings through systemic white supremacy” (p. 526). It is perhaps a perceived 
rush to “analytical or empirical certainty” that is eschewed by these critical poststructuralists. 
And it is the risk, some would say propensity, of poststructuralists to analyze discourse within a 
historical, economic, and political vacuum, which causes materialists to repudiate scholarship 
which relies chiefly on the principles which produced the linguistic turn. However, a number of 
scholars have theorized and put into practice research methodologies which seek to draw from 
the strengths and minimize the weaknesses of both of these traditional idealogies. 
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Strengths, Weaknesses, and Complementarity 
Research undertaken from the vantage of critical historical materialism uncovers unjust 
social structures and, at its best, recommends or in the case of social action research (Fine & 
Torre, 2006) even seeks to implement remedies within a particular context of injustice. At the 
same time, poststructuralist research is valuable in its focus on unpacking the changing and 
contextual social construction of reality, often problematizing and encouraging a deeper, more 
encompassing or nuanced look at an issue than may be addressed in a more traditional 
materialist project. Recently, scholars have acknowledged the importance of research that 
incorporates facets of both of these approaches.  
Although feminist scholars Meehan & Riordan (2002) situate their research firmly in the 
materialist camp, “we reject a narrow focus on discourse” (p. 17), they also acknowledge the 
importance of what they term “postmodern research” because such research “emphasizes 
women’s resistance and work to break down modernist hierarchical notions of power” (p. 10). 
These scholars of the political economy of communication reinforce the primacy of materialist 
research while recognizing the importance of the kind of work done by poststructuralists when 
they assert, “Women’s experiences must not be dismissed, even when they contradict the 
apparent structural realities of patriarchy and capitalism, but feminist praxis will be misguided if 
we do not situate women’s experiences in the context of material conditions” (Meehan & 
Riordan, 2002, p. 4). Eileen Suárez Findlay’s (1999) book, Imposing decency: The politics of 
sexuality and race in Puerto Rico, 1870-1920, may serve as an example of the kind of feminist 
materialist scholarship that employs poststructuralist methods. In the text that “explores the 
possibilities and limits of sexual politics for creating an emancipatory agenda” (p. 3), Suárez 
Findlay “stressed the inseparability of political struggles and discourse” asserting that “one 
cannot be understood without the other” (p. 202). 
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Paula Saukko (2003) more fully addresses the limitations and strengths of both 
ideologies when she discusses the critique that cultural studies “focuses on culture and identity, 
at the expense of global economic inequality” (p. 156). She proposes the use of Edward Soja’s 
(1996) notion of “Thirdspace” to “undo the oppositional nature of realism and social 
constructionism and to understand space as both-real-and-imagined (p. 73-75)” (p. 165). Saukko 
(2003) asserts that, “microviews [associated with poststructuralist research] do not simply 
‘prove’ or ‘disprove’ macroviews [associated with materialist research], but can confound them 
and provide alternative scenarios and vice versa” (p. 172).  
Smilarly, Coole & Frost’s (2010) conception of “new materialisms” recognizes that,  
society is simultaneously materially real and socially constructed; our material lives are 
always culturally mediated, but they are not only cultural. As in new materialist 
ontologies, the challenge here is to give materiality its due while recognizing its plural 
dimensions and its complex, contingent modes of appearing. (p. 27) 
 
Whether it is Saukko’s (2003) New Ethnography, Coole & Frost’s (2010) New 
Materialisms, or Meehan & Riordan’s (2002) feminist approach to the political economy of 
communication, many critical scholars have theorized and practiced research 
methodologies/genre that usefully employ the frictions between materialism and 
poststructuralism, to engage a decolonizing research agenda that demonstrates the ways that, 
for example, people both have agency and are constrained by social discourses (Wetherell, 
1998). In so doing these scholars point to more complex, contextualized and contingent ways to 
participate in the humanization and actualization of all people. 
Situating My Research within the Debate 
Employing a form of dialogic ethnography, (see Chapter 3) this study seeks to chronicle 
and explore a family’s performances of cultural assimilation, and in so doing identify and 
construct decolonizing ways of knowing and being. The principles and procedures of the 
linguistic turn help uncover and unpack the complex ways performances of assimilation may 
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variously and contextually reify and resist inequality, but the need for this research – the 
pervasiveness of structural inequality -- rests firmly within the goals of historical materialism.  
I engage what Fine & Weis (2005) call an “oscillating approach,” to help this study’s 
research participants understand/go beyond the Puerto Rican/White dichotomy, even as we 
self-reflexively struggle to be accountable for the privilege we are granted/seek through our 
performances of assimilation.  
Whether conceived of as oscillation or points on a continuum, I want to use these 
theories, not be constrained by them. The helpful critique comes when the research moves too 
far to one side or the other; too quickly and comprehensively professing, as Mosco (1996) puts it 
“analytical or empirical certainty” (p. 250), or alternatively, approaching a paralyzing relativism. 
Historical materialism asks: How does a study focusing on performances of cultural assimilation 
point the way to changing structures of inequality? Poststructuralism queries: How might we 
guard against reinforcing the idea of the “essential” or “real” Puerto Rican as we explore our 
performances of assimilation into dominant White society? 
Storytelling in Materialist and Poststructuralist Research 
And finally, I want to briefly address the use of storytelling, a methodology/genre which 
pervades this study, within research which is regarded as materialist, as well as within 
poststructuralist inquiries.  
Within the materialist paradigm, Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Latino/a Critical Theory 
(LatCrit) are frameworks that focus on the ways that racism and other forms of oppression are 
endemic to legal, educational, political, epistemological, and other social structures (Crenshaw, 
Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995). Scholars of CRT (Baszile, 2015) and LatCrit (Delgado, 1989; 
Solorzono & Yosso, 2001) have theorized and employed counterstorytelling to move toward 
their goals of changing/eliminating structures of inequality.  Counterstories are first person 
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narratives, often told from the perspective of fictionalized or composite characters who 
represent the experiences and perspectives of a particular marginalized group. These stories are 
a means to contextualize and analyze lived experience in ways that counter dominant 
narratives.  Baszile (2015) “situates the emergence of critical race counterstorytelling within the 
U.S. abolitionist movement and argues that it played a critical role in challenging the idea that 
rationality was the only and/or the best way to practice democracy for the common good” (p. 
239). Solorzono & Yosso (2001) list among the functions of the genre the opportunity to “build 
community . . . challenge perceived wisdom . . . open opportunities [for members of 
marginalized groups] . . . and demonstrate a world that is richer than either the story or the 
reality alone” (p. 475) 
Although I’ve dubbed it “historical fiction,” the chapter in this study titled Lanie’s Story 
has some elements in common with conceptions of counterstories. The narrative might be 
characterized as a kind of family counter-story in that by its telling/reading/discussing it 
attempts to build community among the family and other readers, challenges perceived notions 
that our heritage/family story is not worth learning or sharing, and opens opportunities for 
family members and other readers to learn something about the sociopolitical history of Puerto 
Rico and mainland Puerto Ricans, through the narrating of lived experience. To the extent that 
Lanie’s Story is efficacious, it may be said to be similar to a counterstory in that it demonstrates 
a world that is richer than either the “reality” of Puerto Rican sociopolitical history or the story 
of the Correa/Conty family alone.  
Another critical form of storytelling, Testimonio is a methodology/genre invoked by a 
group of Chicana/Latina feminist scholars, “that incorporates political, social, historical, and 
cultural histories that accompany one’s life experiences as a means to bring about change 
through consciousness-raising” (Delgado Bernal, Burciaga, & Flores Carmona, 2012, p. 364). 
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Testimonio is usually a testimony of the experience of a real individual (written by the individual 
herself or an outside interlocutor/ally). Delgado Bernal, Burciaga, & Flores Carmona (2012) 
explain that testimonio is personal in that it “reveals an epistemology of truths and how one has 
come to understand them” and political in that it “bridges individuals with collective histories of 
oppression” (p. 364). These authors conceive of the “personal growth” and “consciousness-
raising” that can result from sharing and listening to testimonio as a form of social action, or as 
an important means to prepare for ethical and effective social action, for, “If speakers and 
listeners are open to hearing perspectives that may be different from ones they have lived, 
testimonio pedagogy can incite personal growth through a reciprocal process of exchange” (p. 
368). 
The chapter in this study titled Lost in Puerto Rico is inspired by some of the elements of 
testimonio. The chapter is a pastiche or bricolaje5 of vignettes, memories, and reflections 
chronicling parts of my own life, as a means to achieve greater consciousness of the ways, for 
better or worse, I (in relation to my family and others) perform an assimilative identity. The 
piece provides a venue to “reveal an epistemology of truths and how I have come to understand 
them,” as I struggle to apprehend the ways I have been marginalized in respect to my Puerto 
Rican heritage and to account for the unearned privilege I seek/am accorded as a consequence 
of (as well as a means to achieve) my Delassimilation into white mainstream culture. According 
to Delgado Bernal, Burciaga, & Flores Carmona (2012) testimonios are most often a means to 
give voice to silences, represent the other, reclaim authority to narrate, and disentangle 
questions surrounding legitimate truth” (p. 365).  
                                                 
5 Literally “do it yourself” as in home improvement. I use the Spanish term more closely associated with the 
French “bricolage,: as in something constructed or created from a diverse range of available things, although I 
am also drawn to the idea of “Lost in Puerto Rico” as a “DIY” project undertaken by a neophyte. 
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I have been deeply inspired by the literature of testimonio (The Latina Feminist Group, 
2001) and counterstorytelling (Delgado, 1995). But to the extent mine and my family’s 
testimony is made possible/emerges from the privilege that comes with disconnecting from 
Latinidad, it does not fall neatly into either genre. In the essay “Storytelling for Oppositionists 
and Others” Richard Delgado (1998) states that “the member of an outgroup [storyteller] gains, 
first, psychic self-preservation” (p.  269) and that “[counterstories] can jar the comfortable 
dominant complacency [of ingroup members] that is the principal anchor dragging down any 
incentive for reform” (p. 269). In the case of “Bootstrap Boricuas” the storytellers and the 
listeners are one in the same. As assimilated Puerto Ricans, the co-participants/researchers are 
by turns and at once members of the outgroup and the in-group. Therefore, situating my work 
within these genres smacks of cultural appropriation, in that  we do not tell our stories from the 
perspective of the oppressed, or at least that is not our foremost experience, but rather from 
that of the assimilated, people who have, to some degree, benefitted from unearned privilege, 
from our ability and/or wish to assimilate into dominant White culture. It is in order to explore 
and reflect on the implications of these in/out group experiences that we tell and listen to our 
stories. In that regard, the genre/methodology of autoethnography more closely approximates 
the philosophy, purpose, and content of this study. 
Elizabeth Adams St. Pierre (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005) uses the term “nomadic 
inquiry” to  label her work, emphasizing that “writing is thinking, writing is analysis, writing is 
indeed a deductive and tangled method of discovery” [emphases original] (p. 967). I think about 
this statement often because it describes the process of writing this dissertation. The kind of 
dialogic ethnography – writing, telling, listening, collaborating, deleting, adding, and reflecting - 
I/we perform within the parameters of this study only reinforces the way that the analysis, 
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deduction, and method of discovery emerge between me and my co-participants/researchers, 
and among us as a group.  
According to Tammy Spry (2001) autoethnography is “a self-narrative that critiques the 
situatedness of self with other in social contexts” (p. 710). My study seeks to do exactly that – to 
critique my situated self/family in the context of structures of race, racism, ethnic identity, and 
the assumptions and goals of cultural assimilation. In the chapters that form the heart of this 
study I employ performance autoethnography to a) discover the ways my lived experiences have 
influenced, constructed, reified, and resisted performances of assimilation and the relational, 
ethical, and political implications thereof (chapter 4); b) chronicle the discovery that close family 
members posed/passed/grew up “White” and the aftermath of/reflection on that event 
(chapter 5); and c) place my family history within the context of Puerto Rican cultural and 
political history and encourage/re-count the family dialogue sharing our responses to that story 
and the connections we made to our current lives as assimilated Puerto Ricans (chapter 6).  
This study draws from poststructuralist forms of storytelling, specifically performance 
authethnography and dialogic ethnography in that it performs the critique of the co-
participants/researchers situatedness within structures of racial/ethnic hierarchy. And it 
conforms to the characterization of autoethnography as “a radical democratic politics—a 
politics committed to creating space for dialogue and debate that instigates and shapes social 
change” (Reinelt, 1998, p. 286).  
A number of critical materialist and poststructuralist scholars use story to achieve “a 
progressive political agenda” (Angrosino, 2005), but it seems to me that a key difference lies in 
what those stories mean to those authors. In essence, it is how you are that is of interest to 
poststructural autoethnographers; while it is who you are that is of interest to many materialists 
who employ counterstorytelling and testimonio. I submit, (and I realize I am far from the first to 
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contend this) that I am interested in, by turns and sometimes simultaneously, both the who of 
an assimilative identity and the how of my family’s performances of that identity. After all, 
assimilation is only salient within social, political, and economic structures of racial/ethnic 
hierarchy, which makes the who important. And after all, the identity of assimilated Puerto 
Rican is constructed in and through discourse, which argues for the importance of the how.  
The central conflict between poststructuralism and materialism, as I understand it, is an 
epistemological one. Within this study I move back and forth from one way of knowing to 
another, as serves my postcolonial, social justice purpose. Whether I conceive of the world as 
materialist or poststructuralist at any juncture, at any moment in this study, depends on how 
the particular lens may serve my goal. I need not profess allegiance to either paradigm, but 
rather alternatively and concurrently acknowledge and draw on the strengths of both. Harris 
(2001) proposes reconciliation between tenets of poststructuralism and humanism/materialism, 
in order to be useful in the cause of reform/social justice, when she asserts, “On post-
structuralism’s own insistence, the usefulness of all forms of knowledge depends on what is to 
be accomplished, on the ‘task in hand’” (p. 337).  
In a move that is informed by the conditions of historical materialism, I turn now to a 
brief review of critical sociohistorical literature on Puerto Rico and mainland Puerto Ricans. 
The Archive 
“The archive and the repertoire exist in a constant state of interaction.” (Taylor, 2003) 
This review of a representative corpus of literature discussing the history, culture, and 
politics of Island and mainland Puerto Ricans during the first half of the 20th century, provides a 
context in which to place my family’s performances of cultural identity over time.  It is meant to 
serve as “a context of material conditions” required by, for example, political economists 
Meehan & Riordan (2002), as discussed earlier in this chapter.  I employ this literature most 
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explicitly in Chapter 6, “Lanie’s Story,” a fictionalized historical narrative which draws on 
genealogical documents, and family memories and stories set within descriptions of Puerto Rico 
and New York City during this period. I draw from this literature to imagine the social, economic, 
political, and cultural times and places in which my known ancestors and family lived, as well as 
to act as a socio-historic lens through which my family and I struggle to understand our 
performances of cultural/racial identity. Therefore, the majority of this literature focuses on 
Puerto Rico from 1897 to 1930, the period of time when my grandparents were born and lived 
on the island, and New York City from 1930 to the mid-1950s, where and when my parents were 
born and raised and where my middle brother and I were born.  
Puerto Rican Political & Cultural History 
The majority of this section on Puerto Rico examines U.S. involvement with the Island as 
marked by an imperialist surge that historians date from around the time of the Spanish-
American War and the acquisition of the Philippines, Guam, Cuba, and Puerto Rico, and which 
continues to manifest in present day relations between the U.S. and Puerto Rico; a body of 
literature referred to as, “the new history of U.S. imperialism” (Capozzola, 2002, p. 371). But 
scholars are right to point out that “1898 [the year of the U.S. invasion] was not simply a tabula 
rasa, in spite of the efforts then undertaken at what President William McKinley called 
‘benevolent assimilation’” (Morales Carrión, A., Babín, M.T., & American Association for State & 
Local History, 1983, p. x). Therefore, I begin with what is a necessarily cursory sketch of Puerto 
Rican history, culture, and politics in the last part of the 19th century. 
19th Century Puerto Rico 
From a neglected colony that served for centuries mainly as a military outpost for the 
Spanish empire, some historians propose that the island began to prosper under the economic 
reforms instituted by Spain beginning in the late 18th century. According to Curtis & Scarano’s 
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(2011) analysis of a series of censuses mandated by the Bourbon Crown between 1779 and 
1802, key trade reforms as well as build-up of the island’s military helped Puerto Rico to begin 
to prosper economically, as it moved from a predominantly farm economy to a mixed one that 
included the development of an international export/import business.  
Yet during this time most people lived in rural areas on tiny subsistence farms that grew 
fruits and vegetables or worked as laborers on the large sugar cane plantations (coastal areas), 
or owned small coffee and tobacco farms (interior mountain areas). The Padrones, as the 
Spanish censuses were called, “distinguished [the population as] Whites, Indians6, free 
Mulattoes, free Blacks, Mulatto slaves, and Black slaves” (Curtis & Scarano, 2011, p. 207). By the 
mid-19th century Black and Mulatto slaves were between 11.5-14% of the population, most of 
whom were bound to the sugar plantations (Morales Carrión et al., 1983), until slavery was 
abolished in 1873, when erstwhile slaves and impoverished whites were employed to cut the 
cane for subsistence wages (Mintz, 1960).  
Since around the 1930s, a debate has raged among historians, sociologists, and Latin 
Americanists regarding how and why Puerto Rico continued through the 19th century as one of 
the last strongholds of the Spanish empire. Among explanations for Puerto Rico’s purported lack 
of revolutionary fervor are its historic positioning as a strategic military outpost and relatedly, 
the large numbers of loyalist refugees fleeing from newly independent South American 
countries who settled there; and the relative economic weakness of Creole landholders and the 
connection between abolition of slavery and independence efforts, both of which are said to 
have kept landholders from forming strong independence movements (Morales Carrión et al., 
1983; West-Durán, 2005). Other, more controversial explanations include construction of the 
Puerto Rican character as essentially “docile,” a view promoted by many U.S. Americans sent to 
                                                 
6 King Carlos I of Spain freed the indigenous people who were enslaved on enconmiendas in 1520. 
 31 
govern and implement policy in the early years of U.S. rule (Morales Carrión et al., 1983). This 
characterization resulted in a flurry of counter- literature that provided opposing evidence of 
Puerto Rican efforts, particularly among a subset of the elite, to organize a movement for 
independence from Spain as well as those, like the revered Luis Muñoz Rivera, who worked 
toward the institution of an autonomous government in partnership with Spain (Morales 
Carrión, et al., 1983). Another perspective draws on the concept of “cultural nationalism” 
(Davila, 1997) described as “the containment and redefinition of difference into ideas of 
common peoplehood” (p. 12) as distinguished from political nationalism, and emerging as a 
result of and response to centuries of Spanish colonialism. 
Autonomy, akin to the relationship between Canada and Britain, was finally granted to 
Puerto Rico by Spain, but too late to be instituted before the Spanish American War resulted in 
the imposition of a new colonial regime.  As movingly recounted by Morales Carrión, et al. 
(1983) “the [new] legislature [headed by Luis Muñoz Rivera] did not convene until July 17, 
[1898]. Eight days later the Americans landed and for all practical purposes the experiment in 
self-government ended” (p. 125).  
On June 27, 1897, the cusp of Puerto Rico’s autonomy from Spain and almost immediate 
invasion by the U.S., my paternal grandfather, Felix, was born to a poor, unmarried woman 
named Marcelina Rodriguez, as the result of what was probably a brief liaison with a married 
man – Eustaquio Correa Matos. Over 100 years later the historical archive contains little more 
than Marcelina’s name and documentation of the birth of one child to prove that she ever lived.  
The racialized society into which Marcelina was born and raised is described in the 
research of psychologist Irene Lopez (2008). She describes the “legal and enforceable [racial] 
caste system called the sociedad/régimen or sistema de castas” (p. 166), outlined in the chart 
below, that governed Puerto Rico under Spanish rule.  
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Sociedad/Régimen or Sistema de Castas, (Caste System)7 
1. Blancos – 
a. Peninsulares - whites born in Spain 
b. Criollos - whites born in Puerto Rico 
2. Castas or Indios 
a. Mestizos – Spanish and Indian 
b. Mulattos – Spanish and African 
c. Zambos – African and Indian 
3. Gente de color – lighter skinned people of color 
4. Negros – African slaves 
According to Lopez (2008) this system codified the rights of whites over non-whites, or 
lower castas, and delineated what racially mixed people could own, their choice of profession, 
and even what they could wear” (p. 167). Lopez attributes the development of this caste system 
to the race mixing that was for the most part forced upon native and African women by Spanish 
men, owing to the scarcity of Spanish women living on what was, for many years, primarily a 
military outpost. Lopez emphasizes that, “race mixing with Africans, as with the Indian 
population, occurred mainly because of differences in power” (p. 166). She says further that 
although enforcement [of the legal caste system] was problematic, “the unifying principle 
behind this system was that privilege was based on White racial heritage” (p. 167). Lopez further 
discusses the concept of “adelantando o mejorando la raza, or “whitening or improving the 
race” (p. 179) through choosing a lighter skinned spouse, as well as a practice called, 
limpiezas de sangre [which] referred to the symbolic process of ‘blood cleansing,’ 
wherein wealthy individuals could petition the Spanish crown to purchase cedulas de 
gracias al sacar, or “thank you for removing” certificates, which certified that their blood 
was sangre pura or ‘pure blood.’ (p. 169)  
 
Here, suffice it to say that in the the period in which my great grandparents were born 
and raised, whiteness was a social, religious, and legal sign of wealth and privilege. The turn of 
the century would transfer dominion of Puerto Rico from Spain to the United States, and 
                                                 
7 Chart assembled from Lopez, 2008, p. 167. 
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although the “sistema de castas” would no longer be the law, Puerto Rico’s racial history would 
meet the racial binary of the United States to create a new system of racial stratification. 
Early 20th Century Puerto Rico 
History & Politics 
On December 10, 1898 the Treaty of Paris ended the Spanish American War and ceded 
Puerto Rico to the United States. The resulting territorial government, which included the 
governor, commissioner of education, attorney general, auditor, and supreme court judges, 
were all appointed by the President of the U.S., and essentially there was no representation of 
the people in their own governance. The new regime also left Puerto Ricans without a claim to 
any legal citizenship for almost 20 years. (Morales Carrión et al., 1983). Documents from that 
period show that the dominant U.S. discourse portrayed Puerto Ricans as “an alien and inferior 
race” (Thomas, 2010, p. 6) and this characterization was at least in part responsible for the 
institution and maintenance of a system of “colonial tutelage” (Morales Carrión et al., 1983, p. 
152) that haunts relations between the mainland and the Island to the present day. 
In 1917 The Jones Act imposed U.S. citizenship on Puerto Ricans on the island8, while 
instituting a property and literacy requirement for male enfranchisement (Thomas, 2010, p. 6). 
The Act also made Puerto Rican men subject to military conscription, which resulted in 236,000 
men registering for service, among them my paternal great grandfather, Eustaquio Correa 
Matos, and 18,000 serving in the military during WWI, including my paternal grandfather, Felix 
Correa Rodriguez. While The Jones Act also instituted an elected Senate with limited power and 
made the resident (non-voting) commissioner to the United States Congress a position elected 
by the Puerto Rican people, it never-the-less maintained the power of the Executive branch of 
the U.S. government over the governance of the island. (Morales Carrión et al., 1983). In 
                                                 
8 Puerto Ricans could, and almost 300 did, reject U.S. citizenship (Thomas, 2010, p. 255, Note 1) 
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response to this, political parties in Puerto Rico continued to grow and develop, with Luis Muñoz 
Rivera’s Unionist party being most popular for many years; advocating first independence and 
then, again, an autonomous representative government, this time in partnership with the 
United States. But the Commonwealth status that would provide Puerto Ricans with a closer 
approximation of self-government would not come until 1952. 
According to Morales Carrión et al. (1983) Puerto Rican elites were initially optimistic 
regarding the future of the Island under U.S. protection. But their optimism soon faded as they 
realized that the U.S would not help Puerto Rico attain self-government but would rather use 
the island for its own military and economic ends. There is less consensus regarding how the 
general populace felt about the U.S. take-over and how those feelings may have changed over 
time. Ayala & Bergad (2002) point out that 
The political reactions of the early-twentieth century elite sectors of Puerto Rican 
society may have been to condemn and denounce the new colonial political structures, 
but their opinions may or may not have had meaning for farmers and rural workers 
struggling to make a living, feed their families, and build a future for their children and 
grandchildren. (p. 93) 
 
My ancestors hailed from these groups of small landholders, farmworkers, and unskilled 
workers.  
Culture & Daily Life 
According to some scholars, the daily life of most Puerto Ricans under U.S. control from 
1898 to the late 1920s improved in some areas, most notably providing greater access to 
education [albeit a highly contested version of Americanization which for a time mandated 
instruction in English (del Moral, 2013)], improved sanitary and transportation infrastructure 
and eventually improved and expanded the export industry (Morales Carrión et al., 1983). But 
others find that, “Severe economic crisis had begun to grip Puerto Rico by the second decade of 
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U.S. rule” (Suárez Findlay, 1999, p. 169), and the devastation wreaked by the San Fermin 
earthquake and the outbreak of influenza, both in 1918, added much to the misery.  
During this period most people continued to live in rural areas although a great 
migration to the cities as a result of changing/worsening labor patterns had begun (Morales 
Carrión et al., 1983). Notoriously, the U.S. sugar industry purchased a great deal of land and 
instituted a period dubbed by postcolonial historians as “King Sugar,” which resulted in the 
transition of many people in the coastal regions from owning their own small farms to working 
for subsistence wages on large sugar cane plantations (Morales Carrión et al., 1983; Mintz, 
1970). In contrast, according to Levy (2007) the production of coffee and tobacco grew in the 
interior mountain areas, and was mostly cultivated on small and medium sized farms owned by 
Puerto Ricans (Levy, 2007). But again, Suárez Findlay paints a different picture, averring that 
“The tobacco industry provided little relief; between 1910 and 1920 [a period when my 
grandmothers were children; one whose family owned a tobacco-growing farm and the other 
whose family worked as laborers in tobacco fields] employment in this sector dropped 25 
percent, while production rose only 12 percent” (p. 170). 
Suárez Findlay (1999) also asserts that, “throughout the period in question, race was 
quite important to Puerto Rican familial, community, and national politics, but often in subtle, 
shifting ways” (p. 7). Her book examines public archives to uncover discourses of race, class, and 
gender that overlapped and conflicted to create, maintain, and resist social stratification in late 
19th and early 20th century Puerto Rico. In so doing she demonstrates the nuanced ways that 
morality and social propriety were racialized, in regard to both men and women, but with the 
greatest material significance/consequences for poor Black women. 
Specifically she finds that the U.S. both reinforced classism and patriarchy and 
(inadvertently) helped to empower women with a series of laws and policies imposed soon after 
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coming to rule Puerto Rico. One set of laws and policies were enacted to encourage people to 
marry, as opposed to the tradition of “consensual unions” prevalent among the poor and artisan 
classes, and another enacted draconian punishments on “prostitutes.” Suárez Findlay explains 
that both of these enactments harmed mostly poor Black women who used the institutions of 
consensual unions and prostitution to support themselves and their children under conditions 
which provided them with few alternative options. On the other hand, the U.S. also brought to 
Catholic Puerto Rico the legal right to divorce. This right was overwhelmingly used by women to 
escape abusive spouses while maintaining spousal support (Suárez Findlay, 1999).  
The imposition of these changes, along with the introduction of the women’s suffrage 
movement (most of the activists, with a few notable exceptions, were elite women) and the 
upsurge in activism by women in the burgeoning labor movement, influenced changes in the 
lives of everyday women, including poor women of color, in the early decades of the 20th 
century. But Suárez Findlay asserts, despite the new discourses and hopeful aspects of some of 
these events/trends, social/political activists could not implement or sustain a progressive 
movement that fought for the rights of all people: poor Blacks as well as Whites, laborers, those 
advocating for independence, including the women within each group. Specifically, politically 
progressive men of color and White men did not, in the end, stand up for the rights of women, 
and elite white women did not stand together with their sisters of color. The overall outcome 
was the squashing of these movements to (re)impose a Puerto Rican version of American 
racism, classism, and patriarchy. 
An example of the influence U.S. racism had in early 20th century Puerto Rico can be 
found in Loveman and Muniz (2007) research on racial demographics during that period. The 
gradual 20th century increase in the number of island Puerto Ricans who self-identified as 
racially white has been well documented by sociologists, demographers, and cultural critics 
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(Morales Carrión et al., 1983; Guerra, 1998; Duany 2002, West-Dúran 2005; Lopez, 2008). 
Significantly, Loveman & Muniz (2007) uncovered that over 100,000 Puerto Ricans who were 
identified as Black or Mulatto in the 1910 U.S. Census were categorized as white in the 1920 
Census, an increase of 7.5% in the white population. The study of this significant increase in 
whiteness over a relatively short period led these researchers to conclude that, “Puerto Rico 
whitened in the second decade of the twentieth century primarily through boundary shifting—
an expansion of the social definition of whiteness itself” (p. 915) and that this “boundary 
shifting” is at least partly owing to the giving way of more complex conceptualizations of race 
prevalent in Puerto Rico during the 19th century (discussed above), for the dichotomous Black-
white U.S. American race lens, and the consequent need/wish to conceive of and demonstrate 
themselves as worthy of the U.S. American privilege concomitant with whiteness. Loveman & 
Muniz (2007) surmise that,  
The expanding boundary of whiteness in Puerto Rico appears to reflect Puerto Ricans' 
recognition of the inescapable centrality of racial status to the terms of their 
incorporation into an imperialist American polity and society that not only condoned, 
but championed, institutionalized racial exclusion. (p. 935) 
 
But the everyday lives of people in any society will differ depending on many variables, 
one being the region or community where they live. Therefore, in the remaining section of this 
review I look at some of the differences that have been documented about the lives of people 
during this period in the regions where my grandparents were born and raised. 
Caguas/San Lorenzo, Rio Piedras, & Aguadilla  
 
 As Levy (2007) points out, life for small tobacco and coffee growers who owned their 
own farms in the central mountain regions was different from the life of sugar cane workers on 
the largely American owned centrales of the coastal regions. Both of my grandmothers hailed 
from the Caguas/San Lorenzo central mountain region, one from a family of small and medium 
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size landowners and the other from a very poor family where the children went to work in the 
tobacco fields at a young age. My paternal grandfather was born in the coastal region of Rio 
Piedras and, as a child, is purported to have worked briefly in the sugar cane fields, before 
becoming an itinerant peddler of notions and small household goods. My maternal grandfather 
was the son of a house painter in the coastal area of Aguadilla and also grew up very poor.  
 There is little written that allows a comparison of the everyday lives of the residents of 
these different areas, but Ayala & Bergad’s (2002) study of farming in the early 20th century 
finds that in 1910 the average tobacco farm in the area where my grandmothers were born and 
raised was 49.5 acres. Records show that my maternal 2nd great grandfather owned 93 acres of 
farmland in that region that year. His life as a relatively large land-owner would have contrasted 
sharply with the lives of my paternal grandmother’s family who worked as tobacco pickers and 
who themselves, family stories say, labored on the farm owned by my mother’s ancestors, 
creating what has been acknowledged as class conflict between my father’s and my mother’s 
families. What’s more, my maternal ancestors owned large farms during a time that Ayala & 
Bergad (2002) find that the average size of farms in the region was decreasing. Although I have 
no proof of this, it may be that older ancestors owned even larger farms/plantations, and that 
the family fortune decreased in concert with and as a result of more general economic down-
turns in the area. 
 Other specific regional information and trends in the literature include documentation 
that the people in the northwest of the Island, the area where my maternal grandfather was 
born and raised and where the revolutionary Grito de Lares took place 30 years before, were 
more resistant to the 1898 U.S. invasion (Morales Carrión et al., 1983) than people living in 
other areas of the Island. And several scholars document that my maternal and paternal 
grandmothers’ central mountain region of Caguas was a stronghold for the Unionist (liberal) 
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party, as a majority of Cagueños supported Luis Muñoz Rivera who was a native son 
(Carrasquillo, 2006), as well as an important organizing center for the Federación Libre de 
Trabajadores (FLT), the “preeminent labor organization on the island” (Suárez Findlay 1999, p. 
138) The detailing of differences in politics, class, and social mores among the regions where my 
ancestors lived provide a more nuanced context to imagine their lives, and the experiences and 
beliefs that may have informed and been informed by their performances of cultural identity. 
This is the context in which I place my ancestors in Chapter 6 Lanie’s Story and in vignettes 
contained in Chapter 4, Lost in Puerto Rico. 
The Great Depression of the 1930s did not spare Puerto Rico. According to the narrator 
of the documentary “Empire of Dreams,” “The Island had become dependent on sugar, and 
when the U.S. sugar market collapsed, the Puerto Rican economy collapsed with it” (Bosch, 
2013). All four of my grandparents migrated (separately) from Puerto Rico to New York in the 
late 1920s.   Again, according a historian featured in that documentary,  
It is true of every group who has ever made the voyage from Puerto Rico [to the 
mainland]. The intention is always, it is going to be the move that will better their 
circumstances, but in the long run they are always going to come back home. And the 
sad part about it is, that they almost never do. They’re going to have children and their 
children are going to have families, and they are going to be rooted here. (Bosch, 2013) 
 
Puerto Ricans in New York City: 1930 – 1950s 
By 1930 both sets of grandparents had met and married in Manhattan. As American 
citizens, migration to the mainland was easier for Puerto Ricans than it was/had been for other 
immigrant groups. By the same token this also facilitated return to the Island, especially for post 
WWII migrants (Sánchez Korrol, 1983). Notwithstanding the view of the scholar featured in 
“Empire of Dreams,” scholars have attributed the “circular, commuter, or revolving door 
migration” (Duany, 2002, p. 7) practiced by some Puerto Ricans as offering “fresh possibilities 
for a nonterritorial view of identity” (p. 7). Indeed, the predominant view has been that Puerto 
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Ricans who migrated to New York City between 1930 and WWII continued to feel a close 
connection to the Island and therefore did not, for the most part, involve themselves in local or 
national politics. According to Thomas, (2010) Puerto Rican political activism in New York City 
during this time centered on Island politics, specifically the issue of status.  
This study involves descendants of migrants who, for the most part, did not return to 
the Island. My family was not part of the “revolving door” generation of migrants, but relates 
more closely to the people who “became rooted here.” It is partly for that reason that this study 
does not rely exclusively on scholarship from Puerto Ricanists who theorize the “nonterritorial 
view of identity.” 
Sánchez Korrol (1983), who may be characterized as one of this group of Puerto Rican 
scholars, describes enclaves of Puerto Ricans living in NYC prior to WWII as colonias featuring 
strong ethnic networks where the use of Spanish  
served as a bond which not only welded intercommunity relationships, but also secured 
the connections with the rest of Puerto Rico and Spanish America. Puerto Ricans in New 
York City read Spanish language newspapers; saw Mexican and Argentinian films; 
listened to Spanish radio stations; formed associations which promoted Spanish 
language and culture; and danced and listened to Latin music. (p. 70) 
 
Memoirs of two migrants who were active in political and labor organizing in New York 
City early in the period (Colón, 1982; Vega, 1984) describe a climate of discrimination and 
exclusion of Puerto Ricans from the mainstream society of the time. Activist Bernardo Vega 
(1984) describes another reality for Puerto Ricans during this time. 
[English language] papers continued to stir up ill-feelings toward everything foreign, and 
were especially virulent in their treatment of Puerto Ricans. Which is why some Puerto 
Ricans, the better off ones in particular, would try to pass for “Spaniards” so as to 
minimize the prejudice against them. There were even those who went so far as to 
remain silent in public. They made sure never to read Spanish newspapers in the 
subway or to teach Spanish to their children . . . That’s right that’s what they did. I know 
it for a fact. (p. 97) 
 
 41 
Sánchez Korrol’s assurance that Puerto Ricans read Spanish language newspapers and 
Vega’s assertion that many did not do so in public strike me as most probably equally accurate 
and equally important to acknowledge and study. The importance and maintenance of Puerto 
Rican and Spanish language culture for the migrants as well as the anti-Puerto Rican sentiment 
fomented by the mainstream print media during that period influenced and were influenced by 
both private and public performances of Puerto Rican identity of the time. These experiences 
would play a role in future cultural performances of the children and grandchildren of those 
furtive readers of Spanish language newspapers.  Thomas (2010) defines what Vega saw as a 
tendency for some Puerto Ricans to disassociate themselves from a reviled culture when she 
explains that, “Spanish origins conferred greater social status, both in and outside the colonia, 
and it was a common practice for Puerto Ricans to ‘pass’ as Spanish when they could” (p. 27). 
And Vega (1984) has no doubt of the effect of the anti-Puerto Rican rhetoric of his time when he 
further states, “Unfortunately this slander against our people not only served to give us a bad 
image; what is perhaps worse, it undermined our own regard for ourselves as Puerto Ricans” (p. 
152). 
What Thomas (2010) characterizes as “the persistent political marginalization of Puerto 
Ricans in the United States” (p. 3) can be demonstrated in Vega’s recounting of experiences of 
exclusion and discrimination in two labor sectors in which my maternal grandparents 
participated during the same period. Vega (1984) recounts that Puerto Rican leaders 
approached the International Garment Workers Union (ILGWU) (my maternal grandmother was 
working as a “finisher” in a garment factory at the time) and the National Maritime Union (my 
maternal grandfather sailed for many years with the Merchant Marines) for support to counter 
the anti-Puerto Rican media onslaught. He recalls that the ILGWU did not care about their 
Puerto Rican members, but the National Maritime Union agreed to send a group of seaman to 
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protest to the editor of one of the most egregious newspapers. The editor insulted the group, 
replying that he believed the articles were all true and nothing was ever done to repair the harm 
being done (pp. 228-229). 
Thomas (2010) echoes Vega when she further discusses the conflicts that arose within 
and among the colonias that had implications for racial consciousness. She recounts that, “Some 
Manhattan Puerto Ricans referred with disdain to the ‘negros’ settling across the river, 
suggesting their sense of privilege as residents of a neighborhood into whose white population 
they hoped they would soon blend” (p. 26). And she quotes a Puerto Rican activist bemoaning 
the violent choques that occurred in New York City in the 1920s saying, “the ‘primary problem’ 
of the Puerto Rican colonia . . . was internal prejudice among residents” (p. 53). Yet, for Sánchez 
Korrol (1983), especially for the post WWII immigrant, “total assimilation was far from the 
migrants’ frame of reference. She writes, “‘I think we have to recognize in this long-standing 
rejection of a quick transfer of identity a profoundly political act that is decidedly life-affirming 
and non-suicidal,’ wrote one second-generation stateside Puerto Rican, reflecting sentiments 
often articulated by many migrants” (p. 212). 
These scholars paint a picture of Puerto Rican life in New York City in the first half of the 
20th century that is complex and multi-dimensional. The migrants are mostly poor, some skilled 
and others unskilled laborers many of whom move easily back and forth between the Island and 
NYC; who think of themselves as neither white nor Black but who understand the U.S. 
construction of racial dichotomy and try to resist and/or accommodate to racial realities as they 
can; who are intent on building better lives for themselves and their families, even as they 
sometimes rely on and construct race and class categories which may benefit themselves and 
contribute to the harm done to others.  
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Here, I harken back to the efficacy of incorporating poststructuralist theorizing within 
research that purports a materialist perspective. Incorporating the writings of Vega (1984), 
Sánchez Korrol (1983), and Thomas (2010) may be seen as an example that blends these 
approaches by describing structures of racism while incorporating discourses that by turns reify 
and resist those structures. I’m reminded of Meehan & Riordan’s admonition, discussed above, 
that diverse experiences should be incorporated even while situating those experiences in the 
context of material conditions. 
The following section looks at literature that theorizes some of the behaviors of which 
Vega and Thomas write, behaviors which I believe emerged, at least in part, as consequences 
and responses to white racism in the early 20th century United States.  
Assimilation 
“Few concepts in the history of American sociology have been as all-encompassing and 
consequential as “assimilation,” or as fraught with irony and paradox.” (Rumbaut, 1999) 
In this section I discuss literature by U.S. scholars representing a variety of disciplines 
that constructs, revises, and resists theories of cultural assimilation. This section is organized in 
response to the following questions: 
1. What are the broad assumptions and goals of traditional versions of assimilation 
theory and how have they been challenged and changed over time? and 
2. How do I draw from this literature in my study of the ethical, relational, and 
political implications of cultural assimilation? 
Assumptions and Goals of Traditional Theories of Assimilation 
Assimilation became an important topic in sociology with Robert Ezra Park’s founding of 
the Chicago School of Race Relations in the early twentieth century. Park conceived of 
assimilation as the fourth and last stage in the cycle of race relations: “contact, conflict, 
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accommodation, and assimilation” (Steinberg, 2007, p. 50), and described that stage as “where 
the subordinate group eventually merges culturally and biologically with the dominant group” 
(p. 52). For Park and his colleagues at the Chicago School, assimilation was the natural means by 
which “primitive” races would eventually be lifted up to the level of the higher race (whites). 
According to Steinberg (2007), the Chicago School was responsible for providing initial 
sociological credibility to the theory that included an assumption that has historically dominated 
the U.S. social imagination -- the inferiority of immigrant and non-white cultures as compared 
with white Anglo-Saxon Protestantism. 
By mid-century Milton M. Gordon (1964), had identified three distinct assimilation 
models that emerged in the U.S. over time: Anglo-conformity theory, melting pot theory, and 
cultural pluralism. He characterized Anglo-conformity theory (akin to what later became known 
as straight line assimilation) as the dominant ideology throughout U.S. history; the melting pot 
theory as “more generous and idealistic” (p. 115) but ultimately unworkable, and cultural 
pluralism as a twentieth century “latecomer on the American scene . . . and meagerly 
understood” (p. 86).   
A well-known study of ethnic groups in New York City conducted in the early 1960s 
(Glazer & Moynihan, 1970) in some ways serves as an example of empirical research that 
although titled “Beyond the Melting Pot,” may be portrayed as reinforcing the underlying 
assumptions of Anglo-conformity theory. The study seemed to negate the theory in that it found 
that “American society . . . could not, or did not, assimilate the immigrant groups fully or in 
equal degree” (p. 14), but reinforced the theory’s underlying assumption of the inferiority of 
immigrant cultures in concluding that the resulting ethnic enclaves were dysfunctional. For 
Glazer & Moynihan, the ethnic groups, Blacks and Puerto Ricans in particular, were a problem to 
be solved by white people. Their study refuted the naturalness of the Anglo-conformity version 
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of assimilation, while creating a rhetoric of the “culture of poverty” as an intractable problem. 
Whereas Milton Gordon (1964) was interested in “eliminating the strands of prejudice and 
discrimination based on race, creed, or national origin,” (p. 18), Glazer and Moynihan’s (1970) 
ultimate contribution was to explain the problems they saw as inherent in ethnic communities, 
especially the non-white groups they examined.  
In comparison, Gordon’s (1964) conception of the melting pot theory held that “the 
process of structural assimilation must somehow reflect a blending effect” (p. 128). Again, this is 
seen as a naturalized process, where native and immigrant groups affect each other reciprocally, 
both changing as a result of contact. Gordon’s belief that racial groups do not melt to create 
new social structures points to the underlying assumption inherent in this theory; that all groups 
enter into the assimilation process on a relatively equal basis. For the melting pot theory to be 
viable, it assumes the non-existence of domination and racism – that is, that changes would 
occur more or less equally between the host and immigrant cultures/communities. It was clear 
to Gordon that this was not the case.  
The third theory of cultural pluralism is not, strictly speaking, an assimilation model, but 
rather evolved in response to the coercive Americanization of immigrants promoted by large 
segments of U.S. society around the time of WWI (Gordon, 1964). Proponents of cultural 
pluralism advocated that immigrants had the right to maintain their cultural attributes and 
values, to choose to live in immigrant enclaves, and generally to decide on the way they would 
live their lives, so long as those choices did not adversely affect others. This theory assumed that 
immigrants could (and to some extent did) both maintain their culture and fruitfully contribute 
to U.S. society.  
Of the three schools of thought, the Anglo-conformity theory is explicit in its assumption 
that the maintenance of immigrant cultures is antithetical to becoming successful and 
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productive members of U.S. society. For Gordon (1964) the “explicit focus is on behavioral 
assimilation or acculturation” (p. 104), as opposed to Park’s contention that assimilation is a 
natural social process. Gordon points out that “prejudice and discrimination . . . are rarely 
brought to the level of articulation . . . but the implicit assumption is that if the immigrant will 
conform . . . unfavorable attitudes and behavior toward him will disappear” (p. 104). 
Alba & Nee (2003) demonstrate the assumptions and goals of assimilation when they 
offer the following definition of a form of straight line assimilation: 
Assimilation refers to the results of long-term processes that have gradually whittled 
away the social foundations for ethnic distinctions: diminishing cultural differences that 
serve to signal ethnic membership to others and to sustain ethnic solidarity; bringing 
about [my emphasis] a rough parity of life chances to attain socioeconomic goods such 
as educational credentials and remunerative jobs while loosening the attachment of 
ethnicity to specific economic niches; shifting residence away from central-city ethnic 
neighborhoods to ethnically mixed suburbs and urban neighborhoods; and finally, 
fostering relatively easy social intercourse across ethnic lines, resulting ultimately in 
high rates of ethnic intermarriage and mixed ancestry. (p. 70-71) 
 
In this one definition are contained: 1) the implication that assimilation is a naturalized 
process; living in the U.S. produces the effect of “whittling away” ethnic distinctions; 2) the 
cause and effect relationship between this whittling away and “bringing about a rough parity of 
life chances”; and 3) the unmitigated benefits of this process which include the chance to “attain 
socioeconomic goods such as educational credentials and remunerative jobs.” (p. 70-71) 
Perhaps the most significant new thinking in the sociology of assimilation is Portes and 
Rumbaut’s (2001) conception of segmented assimilation, where “second generation outcomes 
vary across immigrant minorities and . . . rapid integration and acceptance into the American 
mainstream represents just one possible alternative” (p. 45). These scholars have 
conceptualized three trajectories of assimilation that may occur depending on the time and 
circumstances surrounding 2nd generation immigrants in the U.S. Consonant acculturation is 
described as “a smooth transition into the mainstream [where] ethnicity will soon be a matter of 
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personal choice” (p. 45).  Selective acculturation is slated for “those for whom their ethnicity will 
be a source of strength and who will muscle their way up socially and economically on the basis 
of their own communities’ networks and resources” (p. 45). And dissonant acculturation is 
experienced by those “whose ethnicity will be neither a matter of choice nor a source of 
progress but a mark of subordination” (p. 45). Segmented assimilation has ascended to the 
theory of choice in sociology, as it acknowledges the influence of sociohistorical circumstances 
and the specific cultural characteristics of different immigrant groups to theorize and predict 
whether and how particular groups may assimilate. 
Other scholars have argued that theories of assimilation failed to question or rationalize 
away concerns regarding the underlying assumptions of the problematic nature of immigrant 
cultures; the role of race and racism in processes of assimilation; as well as the guarantee of 
socio-economic benefits accruing from assimilation to dominant white Anglo-Saxon Protestant 
cultural norms. 
Challenges and Changes to Theories of Assimilation 
A number of scholars have gathered evidence that significantly contradicts the goals and 
assumptions of straight line assimilation. Some of these researchers have shown that 
socioeconomic benefits in the form of employment and income & wealth (Darity Jr., 2001; Pager 
& Quillian, 2005, Oliver & Shapiro, 1995; Kluegel, 1990; Duncan, 1968), housing, (Massey, 1990; 
Wilkes & Iceland, 2004) and social integration (Bonilla-Silva et al, 2006, Feagin, 2014; Omi & 
Winant, 1994; Steinberg, 2007) have not been forthcoming to most African Americans and other 
people of color. These researchers focus on African Americans and other people of color and the 
salience of race in predicting life chances. They posit that it is the experiences of people of color 
and the ubiquity of structural racism that are not adequately represented in assimilation theory, 
and they charge that its assumptions are rooted in the experiences of white ethnic groups and 
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therefore cannot explain the persistent marginalization of African Americans and other people 
of color who are better characterized as colonized minorities, as distinguished from immigrants. 
In what follows I review research that challenges the salience of the markers and the viability of 
the professed goals of assimilation for these groups, which include poor, dark-skinned, and/or 
Spanish-dominant groups of Latinos/as. 
English Language Proficiency 
Assimilation theorists equate acquiring proficiency in English for non-English speaking 
immigrants as critical to increasing their life chances (Glazer & Moynihan, 1970; Alba & Nee, 
2003). Their emphasis on this means of assimilation is understandable given the U.S. insistence 
on creating/maintaining a monolingual English-speaking society. However, critics have 
documented the failure of English immersion instruction, historically the preferred means to 
achieve this goal, for some immigrant children. 
Juan Flores (1993) critiques assimilation theory as applied to Puerto Ricans as lacking “a 
consideration of class relations and the cultural dynamic in the United States” (p. 158-159), 
positing a more complex dynamic of cultural change. But Flores also believes that in the U.S. 
“trading Puerto Rican Spanish for communicative skills in English—turns out to be not so much a 
life-enlarging choice as an outright obligation” (p. 160), that does little to change the economic 
and social standing of the ethnic group. 
Proponents of bilingual education in the U.S. argue that requiring native Spanish-
speaking children to immerse in English makes it less likely that they will develop a positive 
cultural identity, and may also result in a failure to learn. An example of the latter is provided by 
educational researcher Donaldo Macedo (1999/2000) who claims that “bilingual students’ lack 
of reading success has more to do with their feelings of shame, humiliation, and colonization 
than with the mechanical struggles they face in making sense of sound-symbol links” (p. 63). 
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Renowned educator and author Herbert Kohl (1994) writes that “not-learning is often and 
disastrously mistaken for failure to learn or the inability to learn” (p. 2).  Kohl has found that 
some children refuse to learn because they “refuse to be molded by a hostile society” (p. 2). And 
Bernardo Ferdman (1990) points to studies that show that for some Chicano and Cholo students 
“maintaining their identity involved engaging in behaviors that ultimately reduce the chances for 
academic success” (p. 197). Souto-Manning (2006) points out that English Language Learners 
(ELL) are disproportionately referred to special education classes and that the system has 
difficulty “distinguish[ing] ELL students who are having difficulty learning because of their lack of 
proficiency in English from ELL students whose struggles also stem from special disabilities” (p. 
563).  
Whether lack of educational success in English-only and assimilative school settings is 
conscious and contentious on the part of the students as described by Kohl and Ferdman, or in 
spite of student efforts to the contrary as implied by Macedo and Souto-Manning, many 
scholars have documented the negative educational consequences of English immersion 
educational policies for native speakers of languages other than English, and heritage Spanish 
speakers in particular. This failure at the very least diminishes the probability of increased life 
chances resulting from societal efforts to pressure immigrants to forsake their native languages 
in favor of English-only. 
Poverty and Income Inequality 
The traditional wisdom of assimilation theory posits a cause and effect relationship 
between increased levels of education and remunerative jobs that help families break the cycle 
of poverty. But scholars such as Otis Dudley Duncan (1968) and Melvin Oliver & Thomas Shapiro 
(1995) have found that the gulf of wealth inequality between Blacks and Whites has more 
salience than income for the persistence of poverty. 
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Oliver & Shapiro (1995) employ mixed research methods that demonstrate, among 
other things, that “private wealth  . . . captures inequality that is the product of the past, often 
passed down from generation to generation” (p. 2). One striking finding is that “whites control 
four times as much wealth as blacks with the same degrees” (p. 8).  
This research finds that the enormous gap in wealth between Blacks and Whites is based on 
three “layers of inequality”: 
1) “the contemporary American social structure [that creates] severe distinctions in human 
capital, sociological, and labor factors; 
2) differential access to mortgage and housing markets and the racial valuation of 
neighborhoods; and 
3) the transmission of wealth from generation to generation among Whites that is not 
available to Blacks because of their historical legacy of slavery, Jim Crow, and multiple 
historical  means of economic, labor, and social discrimination” (p 172). 
Analysis of these factors leads them to conclude that “asset poverty is passed on from one 
generation to the next, no matter how much occupational attainment or mobility blacks 
achieve” (p. 173).  
There are a few studies that look at wealth inequality between Whites and Latinos/as as 
distinguished from African Americans (Kochhar & Fry, 2014; Lei & Blackshaw, 2015). One such 
study (Kocchar & Fry, 2014) reports that in 2013 the wealth of White households was 10 times 
as great as the wealth of Hispanic households.  But fewer studies distinguish between Latino/a 
immigrants and native-born Latinos/as, nor identify specific reasons for the inequities they find 
(Meschede, Darity, & Hamilton, 2015).  But given these drawbacks, most of these studies on 
Latinos/as validate and build on many of Oliver & Shapiro’s (1995) findings regarding the 
reasons for the relative poverty of people of color compared to U.S. Whites. For example, in a 
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study that differentiated between specific Latino/a immigrant groups in the Boston 
Metropolitan area, Meschede, Darity, & Hamilton (2015) found that for these groups’ too, their 
impaired ability to transfer wealth from generation to generation accounts for a substantial part 
of the wealth inequality between them and Whites in the study. The researchers explain that, 
Immigrants, for the most part, face a number of challenges that native-born 
respondents do not face. With little, if any, family kin residing in the United States, they 
cannot count on family financial resources for support from within the United States. 
Among immigrants, Cape Verdeans and Caribbean blacks had the lowest levels of 
support for college and/or purchasing a home. In addition, immigrant households tend 
to send money to provide financial support to their family in their native countries. 
Squeezed by the greater need to support their families abroad in their native countries, 
while simultaneously working toward improving their own economic well-being 
trajectories in the United States, these immigrant groups face greater hurdles and have 
few means to build a foundation of economic security for themselves and their families. 
(p. 22). 
 
The similar, as well as the different reasons for the disproportionate poverty of native-
born Blacks and immigrants as compared to Whites, argue against the assumption that 
assimilation is the means by which people of color can break the cycle of poverty and attain the 
American Dream. In fact, these studies, conducted by highly regarded think tanks such as the 
Urban Institute and the Pew Research Center, do not encourage cultural assimilation, but rather 
propose changes to government policies (Lei & Blackshaw, 2015) that act as barriers to 
addressing the increasing inequality in wealth between racialized groups and Whites. 
Housing 
Another purported means of assimilating into the dominant culture is to move out of 
immigrant and people of color communities into here-to-fore predominantly White 
neighborhoods. Some scholars focus on evidence that seems to show that especially middle 
class African Americans and other people of color have to a great extent moved to integrated 
neighborhoods (Alba & Nee, 2003, Wilson, 1980), but other research demonstrates the salience 
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of race in predicting that the majority of Blacks in particular are likely to live in highly 
segregated, very poor communities (Wilkes & Iceland, 2004, Massey, 1990). 
For example, Douglass Massey’s research (1990) into the relationship between racial 
housing segregation and poverty turns the traditional assimilation argument around, to show 
that Blacks are not segregated because they are poor, they are poor because they are 
segregated. His quantitative research demonstrates that pronounced racial segregation 
exacerbates poverty within Black communities, while it proves economically beneficial to 
Whites. He explains that, 
geographic intensification of poverty occurs because the additional poverty created by . 
. . exogenous shock is spread unevenly over the metropolitan area. In a racially 
segregated city, any increase in poverty is confined to a small number of minority 
neighborhoods; the greater the segregation, the smaller the number of neighborhoods 
absorbing the shock, and the more severe the resulting concentration of poverty. (p. 
337) 
 
And he says further that, “through racial segregation, the average residential environment of 
whites improves and the average environment of blacks deteriorates” (Massey, p. 333). Massey 
further documents other indicators of social and economic well-being connected to poverty, 
including “poverty’s association with increasing rates of crime and violence” (p. 347), as well 
supporting that “. . . segregation has a strong effect on the quality of education provided to 
students from poor black neighborhoods” (p.350). Further, Massey “contends that racial 
segregation was the key factor responsible for the . . . [racial] concentration of poverty during 
the 1970s” (p. 351). 
In short, Massey provides evidence that contests the assumption that racialized groups 
naturally assimilate into dominant society. He contends that Black poverty is, at least in part, 
owing to the spatial segregation imposed by Whites that maintains and exacerbates Blacks’ 
economic and social marginalization from mainstream society. 
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Social Integration 
Among race scholars who document the failure of assimilation to produce social 
integration between people of color and Whites, Bonilla-Silva, Goar, & Embrick (2006) posit a 
concept of “white habitus” that “geographically and psychologically limits whites’ chances of 
developing meaningful relationships with blacks and other minorities [because] whites’ 
segregated lifestyles psychologically lead them to develop positive views about themselves and 
negative views about racial others” (p. 229).  
Bonilla-Silva et al. (2006) quantified survey data from over 1000 Black and White 
students and documented the following: 1) “whites experience tremendous levels of racial 
segregation and isolation [from people of color] while growing up in neighborhoods and 
schools” (p. 247); 2) “whites, for the most part, do not interpret their racial isolation and 
segregation from blacks as something racial” (p. 248); and 3) “these whites are very unlikely to 
engage in interracial unions with blacks” (p. 248). These findings provide evidence that it is the 
habits of mind of Whites that precludes people of color from achieving social integration with 
Whites.  
Other scholars have questioned the naturalness and efficacy of spatial assimilation from 
another vantage point. For example, according to Logan, Alba, & Zhang (2002) some immigrants 
who have or acquire the resources to move out of ethnic enclaves resist assimilation and form 
what they call ethnic communities. “For some the ethnic neighborhood is a starting point; for 
others, it may be a favored destination” (p. 300). 
By the end of the twentieth century and up to the present, race scholars, political 
economists, and social scientists have produced an impressive body of work that challenges 
many of the assumptions and goals of assimilation theory.  A review of some of this literature 
reveals significant work in the field of Latina/o and Puerto Rican Studies opposing the view of 
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Puerto Ricans and other Latinas/os and people of color as on a trajectory toward assimilation or 
“cultural genocide” (Flores, 1993, p. 185). In Puerto Rican studies emphasis has been placed on 
examining the diaspora as “a new Puerto Rican positionality, as a racialized community that is 
imbued with agency and a spatial presence and permanence” (Cabán, 2009, p. 272).  
Scholars such as linguist/ethnographer Ana Celia Zentella (1997) and Latin Americanist 
Juan Flores (1993) posit that assimilation is a more complex phenomenon, or at least has other 
implications, than exclusively the loss of one’s native language and cultural identity and the 
imposition of the colonizer’s language. They believe that for many New York Puerto Ricans at 
least, the integration of English with Spanish and the accompanying changes in cultural identity 
are part of a natural, and to some extent chosen, evolution that results in a rich Nuyorican 
hybrid language and culture. For example, Juan Flores (1993) was among the first to reclaim the 
term “Nuyorican” – coined initially by island Puerto Ricans to pejoratively label those who had 
lived on the mainland long enough to have become Americanized in some fashion – to construct 
a new and positive identity development, which he describes as, 
. . . not headed toward assimilation with the dominant “core” culture, not even toward 
respectful coexistence with it. Rather, the individual and interweaving cultures involved 
are expressions of histories of conquest, enslavement and forced incorporation at the 
hands of the prevalent surrounding society. As such, the main thrust in each case is 
toward self-affirmation and association with other cultures caught up in comparable 
processes of historical recovery and strategic resistance. (p. 184-185) 
 
Communication scholar Hector Amaya (2007), whose work critiques the assimilationist 
forces inherent in mainstream U.S. culture and media, at the same time draws from his own 
experience as a first generation immigrant to theorize what he calls “an analytics of ethical self-
formation and performance of acculturation” (p. 209). Reminiscent of Flores’ conceptualization 
of “Nuyorican,” for Amaya “performing acculturation is not the equal of being assimilated nor of 
losing difference” (p. 210). He argues for a more complicated and agentic view of the ethical 
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implications of assimilation or acculturation for himself as a first generation Latino immigrant, as 
he defends the ways he “performs middle-classness” (p. 210).   
But perhaps Eduardo Bonilla-Silva is foremost among contemporary researchers who 
complicate the notion of the homogeneity of particular ethnic groups and their equal access to 
the assumed benefits of assimilation. He predicts the development of a tri-racial system of racial 
stratification in the U.S. (Bonilla, 2004) and challenges the notion that a color-blind 
epistemology on the part of Whites signals increased life chances for African Americans and 
other dark skinned ethnic groups. Like Flores, Bonilla-Silva hypothesizes that some Latinas/os 
occupy/create a kind of third space, but unlike Flores he pathologizes this dynamic as complicit 
with strategies of White domination. 
In contrast to Bonilla-Silva’s prediction of a tri-racial system where presumably lighter 
skinned Latinos/as will occupy the middle strata, anthropologist Alisse Waterston (2006) 
proposes that at least partly as a consequence of consumerist culture, many Latinos/as will be 
ascribed a White identity. She argues that corporate interests are impelling/propelling 
Latinos/as into whiteness as a means and consequence of creating a new and lucrative 
marketing niche. Waterston predicts that,  
As major market players (in the U.S. and in Latin America) on the drive for capital 
accumulation ‘embrace’ Latinos into the consumer marketplace, social barriers to Latino 
‘success’ may begin to dismantle, evidenced for example, by the entrée of more Latinos 
into high level positions in some major media companies. (p. 145)  
 
Waterston does not promote this process and acknowledges that it is a dynamic “fraught with 
countervailing, contradictory, and competing forces” (p. 134). Rather, she offers this lens as a 
means to uncover the ways whiteness will maintain hegemonic power even in light of the 
heralded coming of the demographic majority of minority groups in the U.S.  
Waterston’s theorizing is different from Bonilla-Silva in that she predicts the numbers of 
ascribed (and avowed) White people will increase, while he predicts a third race will be formed, 
 56 
yet both understand these dynamics to maintain and reinforce the marginalization of the 
remaining groups of people of color. In essence, assimilation, whether into whiteness or a race 
more closely connected with it, is seen by both scholars as a means to maintain and strengthen 
racial hegemony, by offering socio-economic goods to a select of alienated groups. Waterston 
acknowledges that, “Even though Whiteness connotes privilege and belonging, in actuality, the 
benefits of Whiteness accrue only to a few—this is a big trick on everybody, but played ‘on the 
backs of Blacks’ (Morrison, 1993)” (p. 142). 
Significance of this Literature for My Study 
My study engages performance autoethnography and storytelling to explore the ethical, 
relational, and political implications of family performances of cultural assimilation. But the 
project rests as much on the ways assimilation has been sociologically constructed, examined, 
and theorized as it does on mine and my family’s lived experience. The perceived necessity for 
cultural others to assimilate to dominant U.S. cultural and social norms in order to “bring about 
a rough parity of life chances to attain socioeconomic goods” (Alba & Nee, 2003, p. 70-71), 
together with the research evidence that assimilation is not equally available to all members of 
colonized minorities, serves as the epistemological touchstone for this study, even as it explores 
the boundaries of such social scientific formulations. Therein lies the need to explore both the 
ethical implications of my family’s access to socioeconomic goods in relation to our ability to 
assimilate, as well as the complicated ways we do or do not identify with such theorizations. 
Nonetheless, theories of assimilation and the ways they have changed and been challenged help 
to articulate the context and thereby the salience of this study. I situate my family stories and 
performances in the context of these studies of assimilation that variously engage and distance 
themselves from the overlapping and interdependent issues of immigration, race, racism, white 
privilege, xenophobia, cultural identity, poverty, classism, and more. I do not insist on the 
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essential truth or value of any one of these theories, but rather engage them in dialogue with 
me and my family as we explore the “countervailing, contradictory, and competing” (Waterston, 
2006, p. 134) implications of our lived performances of assimilation. 
Critical Whiteness Studies connects closely with theories of assimilation. In the next 
section I will review some of this literature and discuss how it informs and underpins my 
research. 
Critical Whiteness Studies 
Whiteness theory reveals that race, ethnicity, Puertoricanness, whiteness, etc. are not 
biological, but rather are constituted in and by language. It recognizes that although the racial 
body exists, the meanings associated with that body are constructed in discourse.  Cooks (2003) 
asserts that “Whiteness, [is] a set of rhetorical strategies employed to construct and maintain a 
dominant White culture” (p. 246). And Inda (2000) explains that,  
the racial body only acquires a naturalized effect through repeated reference to that 
body, through the force of reiteration. It is also through this reiterative process, the 
process of infinite repeatability through which a body is materialized, that the racial 
body is opened to redeployment, to being constituted otherwise.  (p. 97) 
 
It does not deny the pervasiveness of embedded structures of racism and the material 
effects on those perceived as nonwhite, to assert that what is conceived of as an assimilated 
identity, like White identity and Puerto Rican identity, has been constructed by and through 
discourses that involve “language and practice” (Inda, 2000, p. 90). My study draws from 
whiteness theory in that it performs and explores the discourses of whiteness and Puerto 
Ricanness as they are internalized, constituted, and reconstituted by my family in relationship 
with each other and others, and within the historical, political, economic, social, and cultural 
contexts/discourses that construct the racially/ethnically stratified societies from which we 
came and in which we live. Inda (2000) explains that, “the idea here is that meaning is learned 
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from, and shaped in, instances of use; so both its learning and its configuration depends on 
practice” (p. 91).  
As discussed earlier, I invoke this poststructural theoretical construct to the extent that 
it serves my purpose to fruitfully engage my family in dialogue regarding the implications of our 
performances of cultural assimilation.  
According to Lipsitz (2006) “the race problem comes from the behavior of Whites” (p. 
1). In The possessive investment in whiteness: How White people profit from identity politics, he 
documents the history of U.S. structures and policies that create and maintain the social 
marginalization and disproportionate poverty of people of color. Yet scholars have shown that 
racial privilege manifests in ways that are more complex than the dichotomy of White and 
nonwhite can explain. Lipsitz himself avers that historically,  
The power of whiteness depended not only on white hegemony over separate racialized 
groups, but also on manipulating racial outsiders to fight against one another, to 
compete with each other for white approval, and to seek the rewards and privileges of 
whiteness for themselves at the expense of other racialized populations. (p. 3) 
 
In their anthology, Dis/Placing race: Whiteness, pedagogy, performance, Cooks and 
Simpson (2007) point out that “. . . practicing whiteness offers rewards. For Whites and racial 
minorities who have over the years constructed an intricate belief in a ‘color-blind’ society—a 
world in which color does not matter—the practices of whiteness make sense and keep that 
belief system intact” (p. 4). For some assimilated people of color, the material stakes 
surrounding this color-blind epistemology are high indeed. And too, the “naturalness” of these 
performances may be deeply rooted in our sense of self-worth. Yet, all of this emphasis on 
performance, practice, reconstituting, and reiteration, indicates that the oppressive implications 
of White (or assimilated) racial identity can, as Inda says, be constituted otherwise, and 
discourses/performances which may promote liberation and equality can also be examined and 
built upon. By no means an easy process for Whites or assimilated people of color, (nor are the 
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implications the same) the thinking is that what is constructed can be deconstructed as a means 
towards achieving social equality. Talking with my family about how whiteness means in our 
lives is a step towards deconstructing oppressive performances of racial/ethnic identity as well 
as identifying, acknowledging, and building on liberating performances of identity. A few 
scholars who have investigated how people who are descended from racialized groups may 
come to perform White identities (Twine, 1997; Moraga, 2002; Carillo Rowe & Mahotra, 2007; 
Tanno, 2004; Moreman, 2011), inspire and inform my own thinking and research methodology. 
Carrillo-Rowe and Malhotra’s “Unhinging Whiteness” (2007) draws from theories of the 
performance and performativity of identity to critique the ways whiteness has been “hinged” 
exclusively to white bodies, and the resultant difficulties to engaging effective anti-racist 
classroom pedagogy. They assert that, “the slippage between whiteness and white 
identity/bodies also forecloses rigorous engagements with whiteness for people who occupy 
racialized or ambiguous social locations” (p. 293-294). Their work, as well as Moreman’s (2011) 
autoethnographical exploration of his own Latino-White hybrid identity, situate racial/ethnic 
identity as influenced by and constituted not only within particular bodies but within pervasive 
discourses of the naturalness, power, and correctness of whiteness.  
My study builds on the work of these Latina/o communication scholars by exploring 
how some people of color are influenced by, construct/reify, and resist certain discourses of 
Puerto Ricanness and whiteness. In telling, listening to, and reading each other’s identity stories 
my family and I perform and reflect upon/explore those performances of racial/ethnic identity. 
Together we look at what the stories we learn and tell mean. We explore how those stories -- 
embedded within and constituting and reconstituting a discourse of assimilation -- mean.  
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I end this chapter with a summary of the primary lessons learned/shared through the 
review of these bodies of literature – with the ways this literature means for me and my 
research. 
Conclusion 
How does the generative quality of the friction between poststructural and materialist 
research paradigms, the archive of Puerto Rican history and culture, theories of cultural 
assimilation, and whiteness theory as conceived in autoethnography, all come together to 
underpin and inform this study?  
First, in reviewing the historical conflict between proponents of materialist and 
poststructuralist research, I hope I have demonstrated the efficacy and ability to draw on the 
assumptions and principles within each that help me to conceive of and carry out a dialogic 
ethnography examining the implications of cultural assimilation in/for a U.S. family of Puerto 
Rican descent. Again, out of a materialist consciousness emerged the reason/need to examine 
this subject, and out of a poststructuralist consciousness arose the impulse to engage in 
methods that focus on discourse and performance of identity. 
Immersion into critical Puerto Rican history and cultural studies is necessary in order to 
provide the context essential to a critical examination of cultural assimilation, and to provide me 
with the information and knowledge to undertake the imagining of our family history through 
historical fiction.  
The review of sociological theories of assimilation provided another kind of background 
knowledge on which to build the organic theorization of our performances of assimilation that 
informed the autoethnographic chapters of this project. 
And finally, it was years ago, as an undergraduate in a class titled “The Rhetoric of 
Identity: Exploring Whiteness” that I had my first insight into the connection between 
 61 
assimilation and whiteness. This review of some of the ways scholars have approached the study 
of whiteness brings me back to my academic roots and leads me forward to reconceptualize the 
meta-question for that original class: “How do I [as an assimilated Puerto Rican] ethically relate 
to whiteness in a racially stratified society?” then, becomes the general question on which this 
study is based: “What are the ethical, relational, and political implications of cultural 
assimilation, for a family of Puerto Rican descent?” -- a question which I do not aim to answer in 
these pages, but rather to perform and to explore. 
From here I move to Chapter 3, a nontraditional exposition of the methodology which 
gives life to this venture. 
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CHAPTER 3 
Dialogic Ethnography or “Finding a Way Out of the Oppressive Assimilation” 
“We have had some of our most profound insights in unplanned moments of sharing.” 
(Chang, Ngunjiri, & Hernandez, 2013, p. 31) 
Introduction 
This is a story about the who, what, why, and how of this family study. You’ll notice right 
away that I’m writing this chapter in an informal conversational style. That’s because I’m writing 
for and with the most important people in my life – my family. I’m writing the way we talk; 
writing in a way that speaks to and for us. The challenge (and the joy) is that this project lives in 
the borderlands between academia and family. It isn’t easy to merge Ellen the academic with 
Ellen the daughter and sister. So I’m counting on my mother and brothers – co-
participants/researchers for this study – to tell me when I get carried away and the voices in 
these pages do not ring true to our family talk. This style of writing is one way – not the only way 
- to do what I’m calling dialogic ethnography. I’ll explain what I mean by this soon, but for now 
let me say only that our family vernacular is by definition a language we know and use every 
day. Of course we know and use other kinds of speech, but this is our family ethnography, 
written in the language of our family. And if I’m asking family to read and contribute to this 
study I need to write in a language that’s common to all of us. For other – also important -- 
readers I hope this Correa conversational writing style will help you to hear us in our family 
context, as we are in this moment in time, as we explore and perform our assimilated Puerto 
Rican identities. This Correa conversational style may jar the academic reader9 -- forgive me if I 
assume too much here -- but I want to acknowledge the possibility that this piece may not fit 
                                                 
9 It jars me when I position myself as an academic!  
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the expectations of some readers and that that’s okay. If this is the case for you I ask that you go 
with the feeling and try to put yourselves in our world. Welcome to our family. We hope you will 
learn about us and in so doing learn about yourselves, and eventually feel more comfortable as 
a guest in our conversational home. 
So, academic writing will not do in light of the goals of this study. For now, this is my 
argument and excuse for a style of writing that: 1) represents a kind of collaborative 
ethnography that is “available and accessible to a wider audience, including the people we 
study” (Lassiter, 2005, p. 121); and 2) is used to explore how our identities are created and 
reflected through our everyday talk (Inda, 2000). 
The Who 
Describing La Familia 
I asked my co-researchers/participants to write a brief biography and gave them mine as 
an example, stressing that they should each write in their own style and include/omit whatever 
they wished. They took me at my word and each wrote very different bios in style and content. 
Each piece gives a further glimpse into what each of us values and how we performed our social 
identities in that moment in time.  
Mom (1937 - ) 
At almost 76 yrs. of age, I, am a NY born Puerto Rican, raised there and have finally 
attained a state of contentment. As a married mother of three, with little education I became a 
successful administrator in local government improving the community and enriching lives of 
people I never met but impacted; thereafter, a career in radio advertising in California, also 
successful. I have achieved the highest success in life seeing my children develop into loving, 
productive family members enriching the lives of those they love and who dearly love them. I 
have moved and restarted my life twice from coast to coast and then to where it all began back 
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to New York State. I have had an exciting, exhilarated life. CONTENTMENT!! 
Dad (1932-1981)  
My father was born in New York City on December 12, 1932 to Felix and Antonio Correa 
– island Puerto Ricans who migrated to and met in NYC in the late 1920s. He dropped out of 
school in the 10th grade and joined the Navy as a seaman at the close of the Korean War. He 
married his friend’s younger sister when he was 25 and she was 18, and they had three children, 
a girl and two boys. He spent his early married life working for his parents, first in a small 
grocery store in rural New York State, and then in a neighborhood bar in the same town. In later 
years he opened several unsuccessful small businesses with his brothers and brother-in-law. At 
the end of his life he sold cars for a small dealership in Niagara Falls, NY. His passion was Tae 
Kwon Do karate. He earned a black belt in his late 30s and for a few years he supplemented his 
income by running a small school teaching the art to children and adults. He died in 1981, on the 
eve of his 49th birthday, of lung cancer brought on by a lifetime of heavy cigarette smoking. 
Ellen (1956 - ) 
I am a woman in my 50s, born in the Bronx, NY and raised in a rural White community in 
upstate NY. I identify as a Latina of Puerto Rican descent, and I am single with no children. After 
beginning a career working for local government in California, I went back to school at age 39 to 
earn a B.A. in Human Communication and then an M.A. in Intercultural Relations. In 2006 I 
moved across the country to pursue a PhD in Communication at the University of Massachusetts 
Amherst.  
Middle Brother (1957 - )  
Who am I? 
I was asked to write down a few words to describe myself for my sister’s dissertation, 
and find that I dread the task. I even tried to forestall it by trying to ignore it until the last 
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minute, in the hopes that [she] would get desperate and write something herself for me. It’s not 
because I fear the requirement (as I would do just about anything for her), but I have an inborn 
fear of making myself look foolish trying to put to words the inner jumble of thoughts that make 
me who I am. I have a great curiosity of life and all of its facets, from the mundane workings of 
an old wind up clock, to the inner workings of what makes us (people in general) tick. 
. . . I am a father and husband, trades worker in the electrical – electronics field. At 
present, I repair the systems that make breakfast cereal for a living. I have a bounty of hobbies 
that I pursue, some more than others at times. I like to work with my hands and have a driving 
force to fully understand any endeavor I pursue. From working with clay, or cutting colored glass 
to make artful things, to growing a vegetable garden, fixing my truck, to teaching my daughter 
how to fix hers. At the heart of it I am fiercely independent and don’t like to rely on anyone for 
anything if I can help it. I like to be able to help others when they are faced with a road block 
that I have overcome before, and appreciate when others help me as well. 
I look at life with a keen eye to see the things that are hidden from view, when it rains 
and people are bemoaning the wet slop that comes with it, I see the promise of new life, and 
how I can harness the flow of water from it. The world holds so many interesting secrets that I 
just can’t get stuck in the mud of complacency because I can’t see past the immediate event. I 
ask why and then try to find the answer. 
Youngest Brother (1963 - ) 
I am the youngest of three siblings who was lucky enough to have found and married 
my soul mate. Together we have a genuinely kind and loving daughter who is an absolute 
delight to be with . . . when she stops talking that is. Years ago I was asked to write, in six words 
or less who I am. I am sticking with this: temporary participant experiencing all that’s possible.  
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Other Family Members  
I also draw from interviews and dialogues with extended family members, most 
significantly my father’s two younger brothers. And finally, through official documents and 
family memories, I draw from the experience and wisdom of other living family members and 
ancestors who have passed. 
La Familia Together 
 Christmas, some birthdays, and some Sundays – when my mother wants to gather her 
children and grandchildren around her or one of us finally gets to her with our pleading -- mom’s 
house smells Puerto Rican and we are happy. Pernil (roasted pork shoulder stuffed with garlic) 
sizzling in the oven, pink beans with chorizo and sofrito bubbling on the stove, and plantains 
frying in oil and seasoned with Adobo, and “Oh my god it smells good in here!” or “It smells like 
a Puerto Rican house!” or we simply breathe in long and appreciatively and all is right with the 
world. Pernil is for Christmas or a very special occasion like when I visit from the university after 
a long absence; or we’re hosting a very special guest; or mom is trying to make one of us 
especially happy.  
Since mom and I have returned from living in California it’s tradition for all of us to get 
together to cook the Christmas pasteles on the day after Thanksgiving. It’s a work-intensive 
process and lends itself well to everyone taking up their station around the table which becomes 
our assembly line. My young niece likes to paint the parchment paper with the achiote oil, so 
the pastel doesn’t stick to the paper, and then slides it to mom to smear the maza over the 
orange square in the middle of the paper, then to MB to put a dollop of the aromatic pork 
mixture in the middle of the maza, YB takes a while to get the hang of folding the paper just 
right so water doesn’t seep through when they’re boiled; and I have proclaimed myself the 
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expert in tying the neat package up with string – again so it’s water tight. Little by little we boil 
about 50 or 60 pasteles and then serve a few up for the big taste test.  
“These are the best we’ve ever made.”  
“They’re good but last year’s were better.”  
“They’re a little watery. Ellen I told you you weren’t tying them tight enough!”  
“No, it’s cause YB didn’t fold some of them tight enough!”  
We divide the rest up between the three families, and they’re guarded jealously until they join 
the pernil for the big Christmas feast.  
But on those other special days it might be fried or baked chuletas10, boliche – also 
saved for special occasions as “the sirloin roast is expensive and besides beef will kill you,” or 
arroz con pollo, or baccalao (salted cod fish) salad or fritters, or more recently  mom’s 
empanadas stuffed with the deadly beef and lots of green olives please. And there is always rice 
and pink beans – mom gets sick of them but the boys and I never do – and the tostones are 
eaten with gusto, each of us eyeing the diminishing bowl of crispy golden chips, determined to 
get our fair share.  
 Usually my mother cooks but the three siblings have also learned to make many of the 
dishes. YB is a trained chef and cooks Puerto Rican food for his mostly Anglo friends and 
sometimes, when we gather as a family at his house, he is the chief cook and my mother plays 
consultant. MB also loves to cook and will pitch in with the cooking at mom’s house or at YB’s. 
And I can make rice & beans and can follow mom’s directions with the rest when her back 
begins to hurt from being too long on her feet. And at mom’s I usually make the tostones, 
sometimes even meeting YB’s exacting standards and always garnering MB’s lip smacking 
appreciation. But it’s mom’s cooking we all savor. No one can cook Puerto Rican like mom. And 
                                                 
10 Pork chops 
 68 
she periodically and dutifully accommodates us, even though she’d be happy to eat Puerto Rican 
just 2 or 3 times a year. She ate rice and beans every day of her young life and she’s over it, 
preferring instead to try some new, and preferably healthier recipe she sees on the Cooking 
Channel.  
 There’s more Spanish on the special days we gather to eat Puerto Rican; much of it 
punctuated with laughter as YB yells out words at random and then asks, “What did I say?” Or 
we recount the hilarious story MB told us about asking for the bathroom in a restaurant in 
Venezuela by saying “Donde esta el chiquito compartamento con la silla llena de caca? (Where is 
the little compartment with the chair filled with shit?). Or my niece corrects her dad and uncle 
drawing from what she’s learned in school Spanish lessons or from “Spanish Fridays” with me 
and mom. Mom gives us all orders in Spanish which I accede to speedily but my brothers 
sometimes need translation. No matter, this is the time for Spanish . . . such as it is. We speak to 
each other, “Want a tragito (after dinner drink)?” We practice. YB yells out, “Suficiente! What 
did I say?” And we laugh at each other, “Hey, the people at the Venezuelan restaurant thought I 
was so funny that I got my dinner for free!” We are a Puerto Rican family . . . an assimilated, 
English speaking, Spanish massacring, P.R. food eating, Puerto Rican family. 
The What & Why 
So what is dialogic ethnography? I didn’t make up the term, but I’m borrowing from 
other researchers (Lassiter, 2005) to create a methodology (the philosophy that drives the 
methods I use to conduct this research) that will work well for our family ethnography. First off, 
an ethnography is the in-depth study of a particular cultural group or subgroup, done, 
traditionally by participating with and observing the group. I’ve defined the subgroup for this 
study as a mainland assimilated Puerto Rican family. But instead of the traditional model of an 
“outsider” researcher immersing herself into a group to which she doesn’t belong, I’m studying 
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my own group11. I’m studying myself and my family, and asking members of my family of origin 
(mom, middle brother, and youngest brother), to the extent they can and want to, to do this 
with me. I’m asking them to explore our family history and identity, and what difference it all 
might make, and to do this in dialogue with me and each other. Here’s an excerpt from a skype 
discussion I had a while back with my Middle Brother (MB) where we talk about some of the 
“what and whys” of this study. 
Finding a Way Out of the Oppressive Assimilation 
Middle Brother – So getting back to what we were saying earlier . . .  
Ellen – Yeah. 
Middle Brother – where your statement [reading from draft dissertation prospectus] “Can 
liberation from the oppressive implications of assimilation be achieved through dialogue?” I was 
questioning you as to how you were presenting this because I had to actually look up what a lot 
of the references were to understand your implications and where you were going with it. At 
first I thought that how can talking -- dialogue – talking about something uh fix it because it was 
in the real world in the physical world. Where there’s a lot of uh intimidation and oppression 
and . . . just a lot of um, what’s the word I used before? [long pause] I can’t remember. [laughs] 
Anyways, and then when you describe to me that you know “it starts with language.” But I 
didn’t get that here. I, I what I got was as soon as you start a dialogue it solves it. You know, 
you’re, for me you were jumping around the different ideas without sort of leading me by the 
hand, because I don’t have a lot of the information. I would have to look up every little bit that 
you’re referring to. And . . .  
                                                 
11 Of course it’s not as simple as I imply. To the extent I am seen as “studying” my family I am positioned 
as an outsider. I am trying to lessen this tension in the way the study is conducted, but I cannot completely 
overcome it. 
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Sister – Yeah. Actually your question is valid, is a critique – of course it’s valid – but is a critique 
of dialogue as a concept. 
MB – Yeah. 
E – You know, why do social change, ah, scholars critique dialogue, you know, say you just have 
to get out there and fight. 
MB – Revolution! 
E – Right. [MB laughs] uh huh. 
MB – But revolution in itself is a dialogue because you have to convey what you’re revolting 
against. 
E – Yeah. 
MB – So maybe I’m off base on that. Maybe I’m still stuck in baby steps rather than look at the, 
the leaps that you’re going from idea to idea so that you’re not mired in the minutia of the idea.  
E – No, I need to, I need to take people step by step through this. Step by step through it. And I 
don’t want only people who know all this background stuff to be the only ones who can figure 
out what the heck I’m saying. Most people aren’t gonna do what you did which was to look 
everything up you know? [laughs] I want this to be more accessible to people who don’t 
necessarily know this particular . . . set of scholarship or the nomenclature or any of that you 
know? So that’s very helpful. Thank you. 
MB – [reading from dissertation prospectus] “I will explore these questions by employing a 
materialistic [sic] dialogic approach. That is, a dialogue that is open to different perspectives and 
world views, yet remains firmly committed to promoting the well-being and self-actualization of 
all people.”  
E – Yeah, so here’s what I mean by that – want to know? 
MB – Yeah! 
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E – Ok. So dialogue is about people listening to other perspectives as well as voicing your own 
perspective. And the two people who are in dialogue are open to change. Are not trying to, are 
not trying to convince each other of the rightness of their point of view, but come to a better 
point of view together. Ok? A more, full or whatever, a more helpful way of looking at things by 
really deeply listening to each other right? So, so that’s the dialogue part. The materialist part is 
[hears something] – somebody come home? 
MB – No, Boo Boo’s [his daughter] making food. 
E – Ok. A strong perspective about certain things, certain things, that, the fact that our society is 
very much a hierarchy in that some people are on top, some are at the bottom, and much of 
that is – not all, but much of it – the structure of it – is not the fault of the individual but in fact a 
structural issue. That’s the materialist perspective, that for example, you know, free-range – ha 
ha free-range – what do I want to call it? Laissez faire capitalism . . . this is an example. We 
create and need an underclass in order to function, right? These are certain ways of looking at 
the world that you and I may not agree totally on, but that I feel strongly about right? So, so I 
want, to, to me the only – not the only – but maybe one of the most important reasons for 
doing this dissertation, and thinking about cultural assimilation, is because I’m thinking about 
how cultural assimilation may, ah, in some way, add to structural oppression, social oppression. 
I know this is deep stuff I’m looking into [laughs]. So I don’t want to let that go. That’s called 
critical scholarship . . . 
MB – Yeah. 
E – . . . in my nomenclature. You can do scholarship where you’re just trying to find things out 
some sort of a way, and you’re trying to see other people’s perspectives. And you’re not, you 
don’t have any, you’re not supposed to – I don’t think it’s possible – but have any bias right? 
MB – Right. 
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E – But critical ah scholarship is saying it’s not possible not to have any bias, plus it’s important 
to have a bias because the bias is on the side of what we, me and others who think like me, 
would consider social equality right? 
MB – Yeah? 
E – And against social inequality. So how do I do those two things . . . This is the dilemma within 
my, what I want to do, my scholarship, is how do I write something that comes from the 
perspective that there’s structural inequality in society and that it’s a good thing to do 
something about it, right? And also that assimilation may – although I don’t know how – this is 
why I’m doing this research to find out how – that assimilation may contribute to that social 
inequality and at the same time, have a conversation with the members of my family that’s 
really dialogue. That’s not me trying to see where you all are saying stuff wrong. Or trying to 
convince you of something else. But really deeply and respectfully listening to all the 
perspectives, that will – and you know I think you and I do that pretty well. We listen well to 
each other and are open . . .  
MB – I understand what you’re trying to do but the paper implies a neutral stance. To try and 
balance truth against perception. How do you – give me a second I gotta try and formulate this 
question – [pause]. To be able to, to, convey your dialogue in a . . . in as much a neutral bias as 
possible – and the reason why I say neutral bias is because you’ve already centered on where 
you want this to go. So you don’t want to balance it in the happy-go-lucky you know pie-in-the 
sky versus the down-in-the dirt Indian caste system, ah drudgery of oppression. You want to 
stay in the center and show both sides of the story and letting the reader draw from the 
information that you’re giving them, the inference of the neutral, your neutral bias towards 
finding a way out of the oppressive assimilation. How . . . I don’t understand how you’re gonna 
be able to do that. 
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E – Right. Neither do I. 
MB – Oh! [laughs] Good, cause I thought I was missing something. 
E – No. That’s my question.  
MB – Ok. 
E – That’s my dilemma that I have to work through. Um, and that you . . .  
MB – So this is just the start. 
E – It’s just the start for sure.  
MB - Oh my god! Thank you. 
 This conversation happens after MB has read a draft of my dissertation prospectus. I’m 
thinking through some of the issues related to materialist dialogic research, at the same time as 
I’m responding to his questions about the research methodology. MB is trying to understand 
what I want to do and helping me to articulate my ideas in a way that is understandable to 
people who are not academics. He has a keen and curious mind and he relishes this kind of 
discussion. But here we are focusing on me – on my goals, commitments, and hopes. He does 
not share how he feels about my wish to engage materialist dialogue. We are not in dialogue. 
The “how” comes later. But now I want to talk about another reason why I’ve chosen dialogic 
ethnography as my methodology. 
The Crisis of Representation 
 As I mentioned above, I’m not the first to do research that involves the informants or 
participants (over the years ethnographers have used many different labels for the people being 
studied) in designing, conducting, and/or writing up the research. This is because since, 
arguably, the 1980s (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) some ethnographers have worried and tried to do 
something about what they called “the crisis of representation.” Many of them, have come to 
question “who has the right to represent whom and for what purposes, and . . .  whose 
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discourse will be privileged in the ethnographic text?” (Lassiter, 2005, p. 4). In critical 
ethnography (see my discussion with MB above regarding critical scholarship) it’s all about 
power dynamics, and a wish to try to even out those power differences in the search for 
knowledge. Who has the right to define some part of what it means to be Native American for 
example? (Miranda, 2013) Or Puerto Rican? (Dominguez, 2000). What does it mean for a 
formally educated, middle class White man to study and explain the culture of people belonging 
to an indigenous group, who are disproportionately low-income and historically have had little 
opportunity to go to college? And for that matter, how much “truth” or helpful knowledge can 
be uncovered or created in the kind of top down research that’s historically been conducted by 
mainly “outsider” researchers?  
 Several different sub-genre of critical ethnography have been theorized and used by 
researchers to try to address the problems behind the above questions. Some of these include: 
collaborative, reflexive, feminist and dialogic ethnography (Lassiter, 2005). What I hope to put 
into practice in this study draws from and builds on all of these methodologies. 
What I’m calling dialogic ethnography is similar to these in that it assumes that our 
society is not an even playing field. That who we are and how much privilege we have in our 
lives matters in the big scheme of things. That the privilege we benefit from does not come only 
from our own hard work, intelligence and abilities, but is a consequence of social and political 
structures that actively work to keep people of color down (Blauner, 2001; Fredrickson, 2002; 
Lipsitz, 2006). Therefore, who I am, the racial/ethnic group(s) to which I’m ascribed and with 
which I identify makes an important difference in my work as an ethnographer. I’ve chosen to 
do research that I hope will contribute to constructing a better society – or at least helps point a 
way toward that goal, and I’ve chosen to do that in community with others like and unlike me – 
in this case with family members. All of these kinds of ethnography – collaborative, reflexive, 
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feminist, and dialogic – start from this premise, although they draw from different academic 
disciplines and theories. Researcher Kevin Dwyer (Lassiter, 2005) writes that dialogic 
ethnography is practiced when “the anthropologist . . . and the people he confronts, and the 
societal interests that each represents, are engaging each other creatively” (p. 67). When I think 
about what “societal interests” means in regard to our family ethnography, I think about the 
different perspectives each family member has on issues of race, gender, poverty, U.S. politics, 
etc., and the stakes we have in holding those perspectives. Part of what I want to do in this 
study is have honest conversations about these differences, as well as the things we agree on, 
and reflect together on how we got here and what difference it all might make. 
 My idea of dialogic ethnography differs from what some others have done (Lassiter, 
2005) in at least one important way. These other researchers are entering and studying 
communities where they are, to different extents, outsiders. For example a White middle class 
professor using dialogic ethnography in a study of the culture of the Kiowa Native American 
tribe (Lassiter, Ellis, & Kotay, 2002), or a secular feminist scholar using what’s called reflexive 
ethnography in a study of a group of women ministers (Lawless, 1993). And although others 
have certainly been what is known as “native ethnographers,” for example a native Chicago  
Puerto Rican studying the neighborhoods where she grew up (Rúa, 2012), none of these have 
used dialogic ethnography to study what and how race and ethnicity means within their own 
family of origin.  
 I also draw from another methodology called collaborative autoethnography (Chang, 
Ngunjiri, & Hernandez, 2013). In this model academics come together to explore, analyze, and 
write about their personal experiences in a particular area and connect these experiences with 
bigger social issues. The dialogic, conversational, or community forms of this methodology are 
similar to this project when the researchers/participants aim to “gain a deeper understanding of 
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the topic through a self-other analysis” (Chang, Ngunjiri, & Hernandez, 2013, p. 46) as well as 
create or strengthen a “sense of community among the researchers” (p. 49). These are two 
goals/hopes I have for this project: that each family member, and our family as a group, will gain 
a deeper understanding of the meanings of our identities as assimilated Puerto Ricans, and that 
we will grow even closer as a family as a result of participating in this project. A key difference is 
that these studies involve a group of academics acting as both the researchers and the research 
subjects. Whereas in this study we are a family and I am the only member acting in the role of 
academic.  
Again, as relates to this study, learning about how racial/ethnic identity is constructed 
and performed in everyday family interactions, and how those constructions and performances 
are related to bigger issues of racism and classism, will be more true, more helpful, if it emerges 
not just from me, from my limited perspective, but from the varied and rich experiences and 
perspectives that are gained through dialogue among the family members. Doing this takes 
dialogic ethnography into a whole new area. And my family’s willingness to take this journey 
with me is what makes it possible.  
The How 
Setting the Stage for Dialogue 
 The SKYPE talk above with MB got me thinking about how we might begin. Of course in 
many ways we have already begun; we began long ago. One beginning was when I went back to 
college to earn my B.A. at age 39.  
 “You’ve changed” my supervisor and long-time friend at work said to me one day. 
“Going back to school has changed you.” Yes. I’d enrolled in classes at the new California State 
University campus just to “get that piece of paper.” Get the credentials for the job I already had 
as a manager in a public social service agency. But almost right away I began to realize how 
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much I didn’t know about the world and my role in it. It was a humbling experience – even 
humiliating. How is it that I’m only learning this stuff in middle age? I’m sitting in classes with 18 
and 19 year olds on a campus whose mission is to serve “students from historically underserved 
groups” (CSUMB Website, 2014). As a third generation Puerto Rican, am I one of those 
students? How could I not know this? So yes, of course I changed. For the first time I’m thinking 
about my upbringing, my personal and family history as it relates to U.S. history and society. 
Why did my grandparents migrate from Puerto Rico to New York City in the 1920s? What was 
life like on the island when they decided to migrate? What were their experiences when they 
first came to the mainland? How do/did my parents think about their Puerto Rican heritage? 
How did my brothers and I come to grow up in a predominantly white community? How do we 
think about our heritage as a result of that upbringing? How do we think of ourselves in relation 
to other Puerto Ricans? To Euro-Americans? To African Americans and Afro Caribbeans? I tried 
to answer the guiding question for my undergraduate “Rhetoric of Identity” class: “How [as an 
assimilated Puerto Rican] do I ethically relate to whiteness in a racially stratified society?” I’d 
never thought about any of this before. Yes, I’d changed. And if my friend/supervisor could see 
it you – my family -- could see it too right? 
 I wondered how I could talk with you about this. This is difficult stuff. At least for me. 
College rocked my world and at least at first not in a good way. Will talking with you about this 
significant change in my way of knowing rock your worlds as well? I am questioning some deep-
rooted family beliefs and ways of knowing and being. Had we, in the past, ever talked about 
being assimilated Puerto Ricans? Not in those words. But if I’m right, if we can be said to be 
assimilated Latinos, then we’ve talked that identity every day of our lives. We created those 
identities in our everyday talk. If I believe that our identity talk matters to our sense of right and 
wrong, to our relationships with each other and others, and to our politics, how might I bring 
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this up with you? Do I have the right to do this? I began to realize that it’s a matter of how I do it 
rather than whether I should do it. I can’t pretend I haven’t changed with the people I’m closest 
to. One beginning was when I went back to college almost 20 years ago and my family realized 
that I had changed.  
Taking a Walk with Mom 
It was years ago, while we were living in Central California. We were taking our daily 
walk, when mom asked me, “Are you having an identity crisis?”  
“Mom, you ask the weirdest questions,” I answered crossly. 
“I ask because I don’t know,” she said quietly. 
We walked in silence for a while after that until she suggested we take the long way 
home. I agreed and we began talking of mundane things. How warm and sunny it was for a 
February afternoon. How beautifully landscaped our neighborhood was. I won’t bring up my 
course work in conversation again for a while after that. It brings up questions I don’t know how 
to answer. It brings up issues I don’t know how to talk about – not with mom, not yet.  
Her question emerged from my telling her about the latest book I’d read for my Masters 
program “Puerto Rican Identity” course. Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God 
(1937/2006) had affected me deeply. A year ago we’d both watched Oprah Winfrey’s television 
movie based on the book. I wanted to talk over the story; examine the meaning of the 
characters and themes; and mostly I wanted to celebrate the heroine, Janie. I wanted to talk 
over what it meant to be a woman of color in the South in the early 20th century, and what it 
means today – for us -- in Central California. But mom couldn’t understand how I could relate so 
deeply with a book about a Black woman. We are not Black. She worried that I was having an 
identity crisis, and I met her worry with frustration and disappointment and silence. 
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 That beginning . . . years ago, was not encouraging. I took a step forward and then 
retreated. Mom expressed her fear and I rebuffed her. Years later it’s time to set the stage for 
the dissertation research: me, Mom, Middle Brother, and Youngest Brother. You’ve each signed 
the required consent forms, but we all know that the formal safeguards put in place for 
“research subjects” don’t make sense when it comes to family. So it’s important that we create 
our own space for dialogue. A space where we can really listen to each other and share our 
stories and concerns. A space to do this project that won’t hurt our family relationships.  A space 
where maybe, as Lassiter (2005) says, we can “generate the exchange of knowledge and 
meaning [and] may also deepen commitment, friendship, and mutual moral responsibility” (p. 
12). 
 But here’s the problem, or one problem: This research, the what, why and wherefore, 
was conceived of by me. It comes out of my way of looking at the world. How do we engage in 
dialogue when the whole approach is on my terms?  
You Ask the Wrong Questions 
I’m in the car with YB. We’re headed to MB’s house to spend the 4th of July holiday.  
“I need to interview you again for the dissertation,” I say. 
“No, you’ve interviewed me enough. You’ve gotten what you need from me,” YB says. 
“No, these questions will be different,” I say, a niggling worry beginning to take hold. I’ve 
screwed it up! 
“The trouble is you ask the wrong questions,” he says.  
I don’t ask him what the right questions are. Not then. Lassiter (2005) says, “For [ethnographic 
consultants] the issue is not about presenting their own interpretations on equal footing with 
that of the ethnographer . . . It is about the complete irrelevance of many academically 
positioned interpretations” (p. 143). To YB, my questions are irrelevant. 
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What I Mean by Dialogue 
 There are many ways to think about and explain what is meant by dialogue. Some 
people use the term interchangeably with discussion or conversation. But when I use the term 
I’m thinking about those few and precious times in life when two or more people use language 
to connect in a powerful way. Interpersonal communication scholars McNamee & Shotter 
(2004) talk about dialogue as joint action that “makes possible a special kind of first time 
creativity [italics in original] the creation ‘out of the blue’ of a way of acting in response to, or in 
relation to the unique character of one’s current surroundings” (p. 97). They think of dialogue as 
a means to make something new or “extraordinary” out of the ordinary. This is the kind of 
experience I want to have with my family as a part of this study. In fact, I’ve already experienced 
this with my mom and brothers, at different times, when we’ve talked about this study. Again in 
McNamee & Shotter (2004), Shotter could be talking about my wish to look deeply at our 
everyday ways of being assimilated Puerto Ricans when he says, “These taken for granted 
routines and assumptions have got to, in some way, be broken up, deconstructed, and our 
practices opened up to see in them the new but unnoticed possibilities they still offer” (p. 95). 
I am also thinking of Christopher Poulos’ (2009) idea of “accidental dialogue” as 
emerging from “narrative conscience” as “grounded in the storytelling and story-listening that 
infuses everyday life” and as “the storied eruption of imaginative possibility that pours forth into 
our lives as a primary pathway to all forms of knowing together” (p. 128). It is this idea of 
“knowing together” that fits with this study. And like Poulos, I struggle with the tension involved 
in proposing methods to do something that may be “accidental” and to some degree 
inexpressible.  
In his article, Poulos describes these accidental moments emerging from a talk about 
God started by his 10 year old son one night in front of the fire; talk about race, power, and 
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identity that occurred among the students in his Persuasion in Western Culture class; and a 
front porch talk with his mother about her deceased father’s life and place in family lore. Poulos 
puts it beautifully when he says accidental dialogue “means walking into each day—each 
moment, really—with an open heart, an active imagination, a desire to connect, a capacity for 
risk, a passion for story, and a love of possibility . . . all the things a child has, naturally . . . “ (p. 
133). 
There’s a letting go quality to this kind of dialogue that does not look like the kind of 
scientific, rigorous, well-planned, study that is usually expected of dissertation research. In the 
past, in my world, what this has looked like is me rushing madly for the digital recorder in the 
middle of a heartfelt spontaneous family talk. I’ve realized now I must both plan my “fieldwork” 
and be open to the infinite possibilities of accidental dialogue that does not involve the digital 
recorder.  Maybe heartfelt family talks are meant to be held in the heart. 
Another Beginning 
But I decide to begin again in a more formal way. In August 2014 I approached each 
family member individually with a series of questions designed to elicit their understanding of 
the project and to explicitly negotiate our respective roles in the process. We’d talked about the 
project intermittently and in various ways for years. But I felt it was important to take this time 
with each of them to: 1) get their sense of what the project was about; 2) be sure I understood 
the ways they wanted and did not want to be involved; and 3) provide an explicit opportunity 
for each of them to express their desires, concerns, and interests. This session was not meant to 
be the only/last time we would discuss these issues, but I hoped would help to establish the 
approach we would take in our work together. The responses from mom are transcribed from 
an interactive interview; middle and youngest brothers chose to write their responses to the 
questions and I followed up with them personally after reading their responses. 
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Methodology Questionnaire/Interview 
Ellen – What is this research and who is it for? 
Mom – Ok. I think it will benefit all of us as a family, to help understand the cultural assimilation 
in the United States. And what prompted our ancestors to come to the United States. What 
were they searching for? And what did they benefit from it? And this research is to help all of 
the family members understand our background, and the benefits that we derived from the 
sacrifices that our ancestors made in coming here. 
Middle Brother – The research to me is the history of our family and how we were assimilated 
into the mainstream of the generally white population. How we survived with unique strategies, 
and how after all this time reflecting on our history, we (I) can see the changes that were made 
to (in my case) be able to infiltrate and be invisible within the predominately white population. 
Youngest Brother – How general history may have shaped our lives. For Ellen. 
E – What will/can it do? 
M – It can help clarify certain things and confirm others that we have heard and may have 
forgotten about. The clarification comes in as to exploring new avenues that we weren’t aware 
of before, to help clarify the reasons why the assimilation, the cultural assimilation began when 
our ancestors came to the United States. The added benefit is that it will help you. But as I said it 
helps clarify certain things in my mind that I may have either forgotten or wasn’t aware of. And 
it confirms what I already knew. 
MB – Chronicle the plight or paths that Hispanics or in our case, Puerto Ricans take to fit in when 
they don’t know better till later on in life. On how society can bulldoze a section of the 
population into fitting in with the average population. 
YB – Enlighten us as to why we are the way we are.  
 
E – How will/should we work together to undertake this research?  
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M – Your role, as I see it, is a facilitator, to help bring out information that we may have but that 
we haven’t articulated in the past, as clearly as we can, with you as a facilitator helping us 
achieve that. Since I seem to have the most information on the family background I would like to 
play a role that enhances the final product as to what it’s going to be, with the information 
garnered from my memory. In-depth, introspective type of thinking, and when I articulate 
certain things it becomes clearer in my mind and I can recall even more aspects of what’s deeply 
buried in my subconscious (Family history) and things that I may not have considered important 
become important because there is a process of order in bringing out that information. 
MB – However you see fit to present it, you have the knowledge to put it together in such a 
format as to be presentable to the masses, so I trust you to use it as you see fit. 
YB – Just do what Ellen wants and get it over with. 
E – What do you see as my role in this research? What kind of role do you want to play in this 
research? How do you think this might affect our relationship? 
M – [Most of these questions were addressed above] I think it will enhance it [our relationship]! 
I think it helps both you and me, because you’re in search of something and I may have certain 
information and answers that will help you, not only achieve the product that you’re trying to 
complete, but also understand the family dynamics.  
MB – You ask the questions to gain the information that you need to formulate an idea that you 
can present to defend what you believe is the proper way to present this information. I am the 
experience that you ask questions of, the reference that you delve into for events that have 
been lived through, that have formed who I am. By you asking me questions, you peek into my 
life’s experiences in so much as they relate to the questions that you ask. I can only control how 
I experience our relationship, not how you feel about it. If I felt that this would be detrimental to 
our brother/sister feelings about each other, I would say something, but as we are both adults, 
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and I have consented to answer your questions to the best of my ability, I don’t foresee anything 
bad or negative coming from this work. If anything, I find that it has made my respect for you 
grow, my love for you stays the same, you have been and will always be my sister, and I love and 
cherish the time we have together. From the time we played together behind the bar we grew 
up in, to now as we delve deep within our life experiences together and apart. 
YB – My role minimal. Your role = main. It already has [affected our relationship] as I am not 
allowed to say that. I want you to finish and be a PhD. 
E – To what extent do you want to be involved? 
M – As fully and as much as possible. Because as I said before I think I have more information 
than your siblings. And unfortunately a lot of our family members have died. And I seem to be 
the recipient – I’m the bank for all this information. 
MB – To whatever you deem necessary to accomplish your goal. 
YB – Already asked/answered. 
E – How do you want to be represented in the final product? For example, I’m thinking of simply 
identifying us in the dissertation as: Daughter/sister, Mother, Middle Brother, and Younger 
Brother respectively, rather than use our names. What do you think about this? 
M – [responding favorably to the suggestion]. We don’t want to be famous or infamous! 
MB – I have no problem being described by name to what you write. Everything that I say is 
what I am and I have no qualms having my name attached to it. I would have thought that if you 
leave out something like the names, it might be misconstrued as being afraid to stand behind 
what was said, or that it could be a falsehood, so that’s why I feel like I do with adding my name 
to what I have told you. 
YB – Good, no names. 
 85 
The final question was: “What else would you like to say/ask regarding this research 
project?” This resulted in a long discussion with Mom questioning my progress (or lack thereof) 
with the dissertation and advice and encouragement to help me move along. There were 
difficult moments in this conversation – for each of us at different times and for different 
reasons – but I felt satisfied with the fact that I tried to answer her questions and respond to her 
advice patiently. In this context [in my mind not hers] she was a research participant and co-
researcher, not my mother whose questions might feel judgmental. I steadied myself by 
assuming that my co-researcher really wanted to know the answers to her questions and that it 
was my responsibility to answer them as truthfully as I could. I had opened the door and 
therefore needed to enter the conversation on her terms. This is a departure from our usual 
dynamic of mom asking questions and making statements that are upsetting and me 
impatiently, even angrily evading answering. This is part of what it means to do dialogic 
ethnography with/on my family. It’s an opportunity/requirement for me to do things differently, 
to go places I’ve avoided in the past and realize I can survive them, even grow and thrive.  
Middle brother’s response to the final question was to ask, “Can I read it?” Perhaps this 
was his way of gently nudging me to allow him to read what I’ve written now. We’ve talked 
about and even begun the process of “sequential dialogic ethnography”– where he reads and 
comments on what I’ve written and even does his own writing which may be integrated into the 
final text. Chang, Ngunjiri, & Hernandez (2013) found that, “themes emerge through that 
dialogic process of back-and-forth writing process as opposed to being provided a priori” (p. 50), 
and this has happened again and again as MB and I struggle to listen and understand. 
And again, family roles are being redefined in the context of this project. My co-
researchers claim a say in how the process evolves. They cannot be forgotten/ignored while I’m 
doing individual research/writing. The process of researching/writing changes and evolves in 
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profound ways because my co-researchers are family members I live with or see very often. For 
one, there are many opportunities for them to inquire into the progress, and assert their 
wishes/perspectives – albeit gently as MB does, or more assertively as Mom does.  
Family relationships, communication patterns, and dynamics are both highlighted and 
changed as we negotiate our way through the project. I smile when I read of MB’s willingness to 
accommodate me so completely. It has always been this way. He is one year younger and for six 
years were each other’s only playmates. My middle brother has always been willing to follow 
my lead. A strong, directing person in other areas of his life, I think I am his weak spot. A deep 
rooted part of me would have it no other way. But another part wants to use this project as an 
opportunity to give back. MB and I have had this conversation in the past. He says I do give back, 
but I still worry about being the bossy big sister. This struggle will be a part of our process 
together on this project and, I anticipate, the rest of our lives. 
Youngest Brother (YB) responds to the final question with a cryptic, “Too scared to say.” 
Now, months later, as I write this I can’t remember how we talked about that statement. I see 
myself sitting at his dining room table, laughing at the terse responses he wrote in pencil on the 
questionnaire. This is so YB. Direct, assertive, impatient, to the point, and also charming, funny, 
and irreverent. He takes the world, and hence this project, on his terms, even as he is 
compassionate and loving to a fault. I usually laugh when he says things like this. I’m sure I 
assumed he was kidding. But I realize now it’s my responsibility to follow-up with his “too scared 
to say.”  
Performance Autoethnography and Historical Fiction 
This text borrows from, adapts, and combines methodologies and genre from work that 
has been done by scholars in the past. I include a discussion of genre in this chapter because 
what might be called genre or style of the written product, is part of the what, why, and how I 
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promised to cover when we began the chapter. This is because the text is created with and by 
my family co-researchers through the methods of interactive interviews, sequential writing, and 
dialogue that have been discussed above. This version of dialogic ethnography is both a 
methodology and a genre. For this reason I want to add a bit here to what I wrote in Chapter 1 
about the way performance autoethnography, and historical fiction figure in the dissertation. 
What Ronald Pelias (2004) calls performative writing can take many forms, but what all 
these styles have in common is that they “turn the personal into the political and the political 
into the personal” (p. 420). You probably get by now that this is what I aim to do with this family 
project. To look at the ways history, politics, economics, etc. on the grand scale have influenced 
each of us and our family as a whole, and how the ways we live every day reflect, create and 
sustain, and resist and change this bigger picture. For me, performance autoethnography is an 
effective method/genre because, as Pelias says, “it welcomes the body into the mind’s 
dwellings” (p. 417). We don’t live our everyday lives just in the mind, but in the body and the 
mind. That’s why I think it best to engage a kind of embodied performance autoethnography for 
a project that seeks to explore how this family lives our everyday cultural assimilation.  And 
since I take up this research with my family members, I want to write in a way that speaks to all 
of us – a kind of performance autoethnography that is faithful to the ways we talk and the ways 
we talk with each other, often inserting media references and references from our 
personal/family history. A kind of writing that resonates with the ear as well as the eye. So for 
this project, performance autoethnography takes the form of transcribed dialogue, sometimes 
interspersed with excerpts from literature, media, and pop culture, as well as our (the co-
researcher’s) comments and questions on what we’re reading/hearing. It has evolved into a 
“bricolaje” that is compiled to both record and comment on these performances.  
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Ethical Issues: On Power, Love, and Laundry 
As I talked about earlier, ethnographers must consider the inequality in power between 
themselves and their research participants. In addition to considering how the power they hold 
as creators of knowledge influences the “truth” of their analysis, they must also consider the 
ways their research impacts those they are studying12. Carolyn Ellis (2007) writes about the hurt 
and anger expressed by her research participants and friends when they learned how she had 
portrayed them in her ethnographic book Fisher Folk: Two Communities on Chesapeake Bay. 
And she also tells of her struggles regarding what to tell and what to omit in an 
autoethnography that recounts a period during which her mother was dying of cancer. In the 
end Ellis, like all ethnographers, had the power to decide how to portray the people in her 
studies, had the power to use the information told to her and the experiences she shared with 
people who were or became intimate others; to use all this in way that promoted her 
scholarship, her career.  
In Chapter 4, “Missing someone I never met” the story intimately involves family 
members who are not co-participants/researchers in this study. This is their story but it is also 
our story – Mom, MB, YB, and mine. We lived the experience recounted in my brother’s dining 
room, and that experience and our analysis of that experience speaks directly and indirectly to 
our own exploration and performances of cultural assimilation. We have agreed it is an 
important story to tell and understand that there may be repercussions within the family as a 
result of the telling of it (Behar, 2013). And in the end the final responsibility rests with me. In an 
essay on the hazards and ethics of baring family secrets Rigoberto González (2013) says,  
Every family, I suspect, exercises this tactic [deliberately forgetting] for keeping the 
peace, if not ensuring survival. In every class, in every culture, in every corner of the 
                                                 
12 Sometimes these two concerns are not mutually exclusive, as when early ethnographic portrayals of 
“natives” have reinforced doctrines of manifest destiny among European Whites. 
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world sits a little house with windows that only show what its inhabitants want to show. 
(p. 52) 
 
Like González (2013) I don’t have the answer about whether it’s “fair” to tell this story, 
“just the impulse to write it down” (p. 56). But it also became clear to us that some family 
stories/secrets, should not be told, at least not now, not here. We’ve already agreed to some of 
these parameters.  
But what if the ways I write about our family’s process of assimilation are considered by 
one or more of my co-researchers as dirty laundry? Of course, at least some of what we will 
perform/explore will not be laudatory; may be negative, embarrassing, or painful. While other 
aspects of our performances of assimilation may be positive, helpful, or affirming. And 
sometimes an experience or performance will be all of these things at once. But it’s at least 
uncomfortable to allow strangers to view the proof of our social, cultural, racial effluvium (note 
the high-toned euphemism here!). Why/how do I have the right to air out the dirty, smelly stuff 
as well as display my mother’s sweet smelling, pristine stacks of perfectly folded laundry? 
Who/what gives me the right to implicate family members in the problematic aspects of cultural 
assimilation? And if my co-participants/researchers give me that right because they love me, 
because they want to help me obtain my degree, might I be engaging in a form of intimate 
coercion?  
I am sharing all that I write with my co-participants/researchers, but this does not 
eliminate the ethical issues. My family is doing this because they love me. In the case of Ellis she 
became friends with the fisher people during the process of her research. I loved my co-
participants/researchers and they loved me before I ever conceived of this study. How does the 
intimate nature of my prior relationship with my co-participants/researchers complicate the 
ethics of critically exploring the implications of their/our cultural assimilation?  
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I’ve promised to eliminate/change anything I write that they feel uncomfortable with, 
but, on the other end of the spectrum, might this result in a study that softens the implications 
of cultural assimilation? In doing this, might I somehow breech the integrity of the research? 
After all the purpose of this study is to critically reflect on the implications of cultural 
assimilation on our relationships, ethics, and politics. Can we accomplish this in a way that is 
truly mutually agreeable and at the same time rigorous in the pursuit of knowledge that is 
helpful to us and others? 
All this must be negotiated as we travel the contiguous and overlapping terrains of 
power, love, and laundry. In her book The Vulnerable Observer Ruth Behar (1996) gives me a 
clue as to how to do this when she asks, “How might we unsettle expectations by writing about 
ourselves with more detachment and about others with all the fire of feeling?” My family is 
doing this because they love me. We all begin at different places in regard to the subject of this 
study – hence the emphasis on dialogue. This study will, in part, explore and demonstrate our 
use of dialogue to raise and address the ethical issues I’ve identified as well as those yet to 
reveal themselves. 
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CHAPTER 4 
Lost in Puerto Rico13 
“I am new. History made me. My first language was spanglish. 
I was born at the crossroads 
And I am whole.” (Levins Morales, 1986, p. 50) 
As I child I did not sit at my grandparents’ knees listening to the stories of their lives. We 
were not that kind of family. I don’t remember ever hearing stories about Puerto Rico. Yet, 
when I was growing up I was close to my paternal grandparents. Sometimes we lived a 10 
minute ride away; for a short time we lived with them. For a while Nanny, my father’s mother, 
took care of me and Middle Brother (MB) after school. 
Mom: “I paid her to watch you kids while I was at work. But then one day she told me 
she couldn’t do it anymore. She said it was too much for her.” 
But until it became too much for her, I heard Spanish spoken every day; questions and 
commands.  
“¿Tienes hambre mija?”14   
“Vete a jugar afuera.”15 
“¡Ven aca!16” 
“¿Adonde esta tu hermano?”17 
“Don’t know Na.” 
                                                 
13 The text in parentheses throughut this chapter are Mom’s comments while she is reading this piece; 
explaining, correcting, adding information. It’s important to her that all the details are correct. 
 
14 Are you hungry sweetie? 
 
15 Go play outside. 
 
16 Come here! 
 
17 Where’s your brother? 
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I’d always answer in English, but that time with Nanny (Na) and Grandpa Felix is the 
reason I have a reasonable accent; when I concentrate I can roll my Rs. More than all the 
Spanish classes I’ve taken over the years, more than the summer immersion experiences in 
Mexico and Spain, it was the time I spent as a child with my father’s parents that accounts for 
my ability to ask questions and give commands, to live in the present, in Spanish. 
Spanish Rematao 
Male voice on the phone - Buenos Dias, Registro de la Propiedad. ¿Con que le puedo 
ayudar?18 
Ellen – Buenos dias. ¿Se puede hablar con alguien que habla Ingles?19 [a short pause, 
something in his voice conveying disapproval]  
Male voice - Pues, claro . . . se puede . . .20 
Ellen – [quickly] Bueno, es que no hablo el Español muy bien, desculpe.21 
Male voice – [the tightness in his voice lessens] Pues, entonces vamos hacer lo que 
podemos.22 
Ellen – Pues, llamo de Nueva Yor and estoy investigando mis raices familial. Mi abuela 
nacio en Caguas en 1907 y su tio tenia una finca en San Lorenzo”.23 [I struggle in my head for a 
moment but the future tense eludes me.] I’ll be visiting the area next month and would like to 
find out more about the farm where my grandmother grew up, as part of my genealogical study. 
Would your office have information on that farm? 
                                                 
18 Good day. Office of Property Registry. How can I help you? 
 
19 Good day. May I speak someone who speaks English? 
 
20 Well certainly. . . it’s possible . . .  
 
21 Well, it’s that I don’t speak Spanish well, sorry. 
 
22 Well then, we’ll do what we can. 
 
23 Well, I’m calling from New York and I’m investigating my family roots. My grandmother was born in 
Caguas in 1907 and her uncle had a farm in San Lorenzo. 
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 I’m surprised when at that point the man from the Property Registry office moves 
smoothly into English, with a trace of the New York City twang. He’s helpful -- more helpful than 
anyone else I’ve called in Puerto Rico as I prepare for the trip MB and I will take to research our 
family history – once we got over that awkward moment. I have many awkward language 
encounters both when I call from home in Western NY and in-person while we’re traveling the 
Island. In the rural areas people usually reply in the negative when I ask if they speak English, 
and after a while I stop asking and just struggle along in Spanish, at some point apologizing for 
my poor language skills. Everyone is patient with me, sometimes admitting that their English is 
poor, in an effort to lessen my embarrassment. But the people I meet in Puerto Rico insist on 
speaking their own language, even if it means enduring my Spanish rematao24. As the days pass I 
gain more confidence and the words flow more smoothly. It’s still not good enough, but since 
my Spanish is better than MB’s it has to be enough. 
LULAC 
I would say that I don’t dream, but I’ve been told that’s not possible. I simply do not 
remember most of my dreams. I’m 59 years old today and I remember that last night I dreamed 
about my late father. I dreamt about a time when I was in my 30’s and 40’s and mom and I were 
living in Central California. During that time my mother founded a local chapter of the League of 
United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) and later I became a leader in the local and State 
organizations. This was long after my dad had died of lung cancer at our home in Niagara Falls, 
but last night the three of us were together in California and he and my mom were young and 
beautiful.  
                                                 
24 Rematado, according to the dictionary means “absolute” or “complete.” I grew up hearing a shortened 
form of this word used to describe a massacred version of Spanish. As in “Your father spoke el Español 
rematao.”  Correct pronounciation is “Rematado”, rematao is slang P.R pronounciation since the last 
consonant is usually left out as it is spoken in the less formal version. 
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We are present at a local LULAC meeting.  The meeting itself is disorganized, run by a 
president who is young and inexperienced. We are supposed to be planning our three annual 
fundraising events but the meeting devolves into small group conversations and when I look up 
the president has left the podium and is also talking in a small group. The people I am talking 
with are old friends, former members of the LULAC chapter my mother and I were involved with 
when we lived in California. I try to convince my friends that we should donate the proceeds 
from one of our fundraisers to the victims of the recent earthquakes. In the dream I can’t 
remember where the earthquakes have taken place but I feel strongly that our organization 
should help. I’m frustrated because my friends are not convinced that we should stop funding 
one of the organizations that traditionally benefits from our fundraisers to provide aid to the 
earthquake victims. People begin to leave the meeting and I search for my parents. We came 
together so they are my ride home. For some reason it is very dark outside and for a while I 
panic because I can’t find them or the car. But then I spot them looking for me. They are in their 
thirties, my father in a suit, the way he dressed for a wedding or other special event and my 
mother in high heels and a skirted suit, the way she dressed for work. They are young and 
beautiful, the way they looked when I was around 12 years old, but in the dream I am an adult. 
There is a tented booth in the parking lot selling hot link sandwiches and since I see that they’ve 
gotten theirs I go over to buy one. I see more friends from LULAC in my past life and 
commiserate with them that they have to be here selling food at such an early hour (pre-dawn). 
The hot links booth is sponsored by LULAC and the proceeds are to go to charity. It takes a very 
long time for me to order in my struggling Spanish and I worry that I am keeping my parents 
waiting. When I finally go to pay I realize that my mother has my purse and jacket. I look around 
and they see me. They are walking over to me when I wake up. 
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A Little Blonde Girl 
 Mom – “You were little. Not in school yet. I took you shopping for an Easter outfit, 
including a hat to wear to church. I had you try the whole outfit on for your father. You were so 
cute and anxious to be admired by your dad. When he saw that hat he laughed and said it 
looked like you had a pot on your head. You were so mad, you took the hat off, threw it on the 
floor and stomped on it! I was mad at your father for being such a jerk. He laughed harder when 
he saw that. He said, ‘You better be careful. If you’re not good I’ll find myself a little blonde girl 
instead of you.’ You were livid by then. You said, ‘You do that. You find a little blonde girl and I’ll 
kick her!’ What a temper you had – still have. I was so mad at him because we didn’t have much 
money and now that hat was ruined.” 
Remembering Aguadilla 
Mom – I remember one of the songs they taught us [in Catholic school in Puerto Rico]. 
[Starts singing] ‘Vamos, vamos a ver. Vamos al recien nacido. Vamos a ver el niño Manuel.’ 
There was a zanjón, ‘alley’ on the side of my grandmother’s house, and there was a cafetín very 
close to her house. I’d like to go to Aguadilla for at least two weeks. I’d like to explore Moca25  
Ellen – Yeah because you have memories of that time with Grandpa’s family. I don’t 
think you’re so interested in Venancia’s [her mother] family because you don’t have memories 
of them. 
Mom – Of Venancia’s family? 
Ellen – [nods] 
Mom – I have memories of Aracelis, of Aracelis’ family. We went to visit them for a few 
days or a week. 
Ellen – You visited them in Puerto Rico when you lived there for a year? 
                                                 
25 A rural area in Northwest Puerto Rico, near the City of Aguadilla.  
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Mom – Yeah. We went to stay with Aracelis’ family for a few days or a week when I was 
4 years old. Well, your godmother, Paquita, was a Rodriguez before she married a Torres. They 
owned a little house in Caguas. I wouldn’t call it a big house. I think her father was somehow 
related to my mother. He may have been the son of one of the grandfathers26. The grandfather 
who had money. They had a slew of kids27. They owned the house and some property. Maybe 
they had a finca28 you know? A small one. The sisters were Rogelia, Paula, and Frances. 
Ellen – They had a slew of girls. 
Mom – Yeah, they had a younger brother, maybe a year or two younger than me. He 
went to live with Paquita29 in the Bronx. I forget his name. I remember they had a flower bush 
[in Puerto Rico] and it engulfed me it was so big. I asked the name because I was enamored with 
it. They told me they were Asusenas. They also had Amapola. You know the song, [starts singing] 
‘Amapola, my pretty little poppy.’ Oh and [MB’s] godmother was a sister Carmen, Carmencita. 
Ellen – So you were close to those people. 
Mom – Yes, I would love to . . . if they’re not dead, to see them. Carmencita was very 
sweet to me. That was during the time I was separated from your father [in New York City] and I 
was pregnant with [MB]. And I wanted to get back with your father and my mother didn’t want 
me to. But we didn’t have a home. We [Venancia, Mom and baby Ellen] went to live with 
Paquita’s in one room of her apartment, and it was very uncomfortable and I didn’t want that.  
  
                                                 
26 Later we looked at Census data and determined that Paquita’s father, Adolfo and Aracelis were the 
children of my mother’s great grandfather Rodolfo & his second wife Maria, and therefore my mother’s 
half great uncle and aunt. 
 
27 Again Census data indicates that Adolfo and his wife Ramona had 12 children, including my godmother 
Paquita and MB’s godmother Carmencita. 
 
28 Farm 
 
29 Nickname for Frances 
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The Road to Mayaguez 
I am a nervous wreck as MB calmly navigates the narrow mountain roads in central 
Puerto Rico. We land at the San Juan airport at 7:30 p.m., get our rental car, and start off 
towards Mayaguez, a supposed two hours away at the other end of the island. It gets dark 
quickly and the GPS begins acting crazy, beckoning us to make a right where there is only dense 
forest, or to drive straight into the driveway leading to a private home. But the worst is that the 
winding road we’re traveling looks to be wide enough for only one car but allows for two-way 
traffic. Cars come barreling at us around blind curves as MB calmly hugs the non-existent 
shoulder, by turns ignoring and trying to sooth my panicked outbursts; hisses, squeals, and 
curses.  
“Bamboo!” he yells at one point, pointing excitedly towards the forest on our right.  
“Are you crazy? Don’t do that! You scared me to death.” 
“Sorry, I’m just excited to see the bamboo trees. They’re so dense around here. 
[Youngest Brother] wants me to plant them around the edge of his yard but I won’t do it 
because it’s so invasive. His neighbors will not thank him for it. I want to take a picture so I can 
show him how dense it gets.” 
“No, we’re not stopping to take a picture now. There’s nowhere to park anyway. We’ll 
be killed by an oncoming car.” 
 We continue on for a while trying to figure out what the GPS is trying to tell us. Are we 
lost? Will this road get us to Mayaguez? MB turns on the light so I can peer at the map and 
confirm that we do seem to be headed towards the City where the Bishop’s district office is 
located. We’re on a quest to find Grandpa Felix’s baptismal certificate and finally learn the 
names of his parents and grandparents. Yes, route 134, and then 129, and then 106, lead us to 
Mayaguez. But there has to be a more direct route doesn’t there?  
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“I’d love to know what that fruit is that I keep seeing on the ground on the side of the 
road,” MB says. 
“What fruit?” 
“That fruit on the ground there,” He says pointing to what look like yellow tennis balls 
on my side of the road. 
“We’re not stopping to look at the fruit,” I say firmly, knowing by now what he’s 
thinking. 
He sighs, “Okay.” 
 I’m bemused, charmed, and shocked by MB’s positive and calm demeanor. “It’s an 
adventure, Mima!” he assures me. He’s acting like he’s enjoying himself, despite the very real 
possibility of our death by horrible car accident. He helps to calm me, a bit. At least I don’t 
totally break down. I tell him I would be a total wreck if he weren’t with me.  
“No you wouldn’t,” he assures me. 
“Oh yes I would. I couldn’t do this without you.” 
Trance 
 Recently I asked Mom about a story I remember vaguely, about a time when Nanny 
went into a trance. I can’t remember the details but I remember Mom saying she was angry at 
Nanny for doing that. Mom tells us that it happened on the day I made my First Communion. We 
all came back from church and . . .  
Mom – So . . . she goes into . . . closes her eyes and goes into a trance, changes her voice. 
Doesn’t sound a bit like my mother. And she’s talking like she’s my mother. “Yes, I was there 
with you.” This is in Spanish. “Yes, I was there with you and I saw her make her communion. I 
was with Ellen.” And I said, “What?! What are you talking about? Of course you were there!” I 
wasn’t paying any 
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MB – Yeah, 
Mom – I wasn’t fanning the fires so to speak. And she got angry. The voice, got angry. And YOU 
got startled Ellen 
E – Um hm. 
Mom – because her voice had changed. I don’t think you were even aware [MB] but, you were 
there. And I told her, “Stop it! I don’t want to hear this!” And she kept on. And she was moving 
towards Ellen. So, she was close to, ah, a chair that we had, a stuffed chair? And I pushed her on 
it, and I said, “Stop it, right now! Not in this house you don’t do that.” I said in a loud voice. And 
she came out of the trance. 
MB – Umm 
Mom – immediately. [scoffing] She wasn’t in any trance. 
Ellen – Did you talk about it afterwards? 
Mom – [pause] I asked her, “Why did you do that?” She says, “I don’t know what I did.”  
MB – [chuckles] 
E – Hm 
MB – [big sigh] 
E – You don’t think it was possible? 
Mom – No. [long pause] She was speaking . . . brujerias30, ah like . . . it wasn’t sweet or loving. It 
was very . . . ah 
MB – Commanding. 
Mom – Not commanding, it was like 
MB – Intimidating? 
Mom – controlling. 
                                                 
30 witchcraft 
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MB – Yeah. 
Mom – “I am who I am!” You know, that kind of thing. And I said, “Who are you? What are you 
doing?” [chuckles] I was a little bit taken aback. 
E – And what did she say, when you asked? 
Mom – Huuuh huuuh [moaning] 
E – How did you know it was supposed to be Venancia [Mom’s mother]? 
Mom – Cause she said it. 
E – Oh.  
Mom – [Pause] And I know my mother would never scare you. She wouldn’t do things like that. 
And Nanny was scaring you. You were frightened. 
E – Did I cry? 
Mom – I don’t remember you crying, no. But you were very . . . pale [chuckles]. And you were 
quiet [MB]. 
MB – Ahh. 
E – Maybe [MB] was tuned in. 
MB & Mom chuckle. 
E – [MB] was tuned in to another dimension 
Mom – Grandpa, your . . . her husband, didn’t allow her to go into trances. 
Nanny wore a gold cross around her neck. I remember a very big painting of the sacred 
heart of Jesus hanging in a place of honor in her living room, and I vaguely remember pictures 
and references to the Virgin Mary and large lit velas31 in glass jars that gave off a strong 
fragrance, a scent that, growing up, I associated with Nanny. Neither Nanny nor Grandpa Felix 
                                                 
31 candles 
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went to church, but I never thought of them as anything but Catholic. It wasn’t until I was 
middle aged that I realized that Nanny practiced what is known in the Caribbean as Espiritismo. 
5 Miller Circle 
 I was seven years old when we moved to 5 Miller Circle. It’s the place I grew up; where 
I’m from. MB was six and Mom was pregnant with YB when we moved to our first house. Dad 
was there too, but my early memories are of me and Mom and MB, and of anticipating YB’s 
arrival. Maybe dad was working a lot at The Anchor, grandpa Felix’s bar, at that time.  
I have vague memories of a couple of apartments before 5 Miller Circle; 256 Liberty 
Street and Grand Street before that. Grand Street was “the building.” YB remembers it too as a 
tall brick apartment house in the City of Newburgh, with a steeply sloping, concrete yard in 
front.  My most vivid memory is of sitting on the stone step in the front of that yard with our 
babysitter Carol, young and blonde with a flat face and kind blue eyes, telling her that I wanted 
to go to school. I don’t know where this longing came from, but it’s one of my earliest 
memories. Maybe I was four years old. Liberty Street is clearer to me. A three story house I 
think, and Mrs. Roy, the landlady, lived on the first floor. There was no front yard, just the 
sidewalk, but there was a pretty grassy little yard in the back. Our neighbor Mr. Laurie tended 
flowers and vegetables planted around the perimeter of the yard. MB liked to spend time with 
him; asking a million questions. He says it’s where his love of gardening and agriculture 
flowered, so to speak. Mrs. Roy’s apartment was bigger, nicer than ours, had nicer furniture. It 
was usually forbidden territory but the few times I was allowed to enter were thrilling.  
Our apartment had a living room and kitchen on the second floor 
(Mom says…master bedroom and your room were on the 2nd floor; living room, kitchen 
and bathroom were on the third floor.  There was a small alcove between the living room and 
kitchen which served as a tiny dining room.) 
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 and two bedrooms on the third. Mom and dad slept in the big bedroom and I had a 
pretty little room with a canopy bed behind theirs. I remember the color purple. MB didn’t have 
a room. He slept with Mom until dad came home in the early morning hours from his job at The 
Anchor, when he carried MB to the couch downstairs before getting into bed with Mom. Usually 
MB would cry and say that he wanted to stay with Mom. 
But 5 Miller Circle was our first real home. It was a little ranch house in the country that 
seemed enormous to me and MB. How big was it Mom? Maybe 1,000 or 1,200 square feet? It 
was white clapboard, non-descript really – at least until dad began to make improvements, 
many of them unfinished or not well done, but still . . . dad’s circular driveway, extension to the 
living room, decorative trees and bushes with circles of white pebbles surrounding them – gave 
the house character. Come to think of it, that house always had some project or other going; 
was always in a state of disrepair/improvement. 
But when we moved there in fall of 1963 it was just a plain little white ranch house, 
sitting on ¾ acre of grass and trees, (that I’ll never forget – we had three quarters of an acre of 
land!] and surrounded on three sides with woods that would become our playground, the 
setting for our fantasies, to this day an idyllic forest that serves as my “happy place.” We loved 
those woods, MB, YB, and me. 
The house itself was pretty cool too. The front door led directly into the living room, the 
biggest we’d ever had, which led directly in back to the large “eat-in” kitchen. I remember 
peeling red floor tiles and a wood kitchen table and chairs and matching hutch that Mom soon 
painted green and gave a faux finish to; artfully placed strains of gold running throughout the 
green paint. Mom was good at that kind of thing. She always had a project going inside the 
house too; paint, wallpaper, the addition of a glass étagère with treasures artfully placed on the 
shelves. (I was proud of it; proud that I knew what an étagère was, but how I hated dusting that 
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thing!) The kitchen had all the necessary appliances, old but they worked, windows above the 
sink that looked out onto the large backyard and a side door where dad and friends later built a 
big rickety porch. Until the railings were added a long time later, the porch was a perfect stage 
for the productions we put on with the neighbor kids. I remember the dance number we 
choreographed to the song “Think We’re Alone Now.” It was slick. 
The rest of the house consisted of a small foyer around which were three bedrooms and 
a bathroom. Mom and dad had the bedroom at the front of the house, then there was the small 
bathroom, MB’s room and then my room. When we first moved there we rented the house 
furnished and I had a big brass bed. The brass pipes were gold colored and thick as your arm, an 
adult arm, smooth and shiny. I had to clean and shine that headboard and footboard often, but I 
was proud of that bed too. (Years later, I was already a teenager, Nanny and Grandpa bought 
me a girlie white bedroom suite with a twin bed. It was the kind of furniture I would have loved 
when I was little. It was generous of them to give me such a big present, but I missed my big 
brass bed). 
Mom told us that if she had a girl she would share my room and if the baby was a boy 
he would share the room with MB. MB wished hard for a boy and I wished just as hard for a girl. 
MB won but I was ok with it. YB was a beautiful and cuddly doll with golden curls who showed 
up in November, only a few months after we moved to our childhood home. We both had so 
much fun with him, but we’d also get mad when we couldn’t play because it was our turn to 
rock the baby to sleep.  
They Called Us the Little Spikkers 
It’s March and my cousin Angie has called to tell us that Uncle Phil has died. She texted 
us when he was hospitalized to let us know that the prognosis was not good. He had hit a 
telephone pole while driving, but he’d been suffering from lung cancer, heart disease, diabetes, 
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and dementia and more recently an infected dialysis port and then pneumonia. He was 81 years 
old and the second of Felix and Antonia Correa’s three sons. This is my “Tea Party uncle.” The 
sweet man who, several years ago, had invited me into the home he shared with his ex-wife and 
youngest daughter so that I could interview him for my family history research. His daughter 
gave up her bedroom to me and I cooked them arroz con pollo y habichuelas32. “I haven’t had 
Puerto Rican food since mom died,” he told me.  
We’d only reconnected a few years before after 30 years of virtually no contact. My 
uncle, Phil’s younger brother, and I had organized a Correa family reunion and now a couple of 
years later I was a guest in Phil’s house, both appalled by my uncle’s politics and feeling great 
affection for and from him. But I’m bad at keeping in touch. I know, ironic. Here I am obsessed 
with investigating my family history, but unwilling or unable to connect with living breathing 
Puerto Ricans, including the living members of my own family. The ones who have passed on are 
easier. 
In the intervening years Phil’s health had declined and he’d moved with his ex-wife – 
they were living together for financial reasons – into an assisted living facility. It was an eight 
hour drive to the funeral and Mom could never take being in a car that long. In the end my 
brothers’ and I didn’t go either. We sent flowers and wrote our memories on the funeral home 
website, but we never seriously considered going. We’re not funeral people. There was no one 
at dad’s funeral except mom, MB, YB, me, and one friend of his. We all preferred it that way. 
We’ve talked to Angie on the phone several times since then and renewed our invitation 
for her to come and visit us. It’s quite a distance for her as well but I can tell she’d really like to 
see us. We – MB, Mom, and I on speaker phone -- reminisce a bit about those years when the 
second generation Correa brothers were close geographically and emotionally, and the cousins 
                                                 
32 Rice and chicken and beans 
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saw each other at Nanny and Grandpa’s in the summer and during the holidays. I realize that 
like Selina, my uncle Everett’s oldest daughter, Angie has fond memories of the Correa side of 
her family. Phil married a white woman brought up on a farm near the area of Newburgh where 
Nanny and Grandpa relocated their family. I never heard much good said of my aunt’s family, 
even less so after she and Uncle Phil divorced. And now I realize that even their grandchildren 
had little good to say about them. 
“They called us the ‘little spikkers,” Angie tells us on one of those phone calls. “They 
were never nice to us. They didn’t help dad when all us kids went through a lot when mom left. 
They didn’t even come to dad’s funeral,” she says bitterly. “Not one of them came. No, I think of 
Nanny and Grandpa as my grandparents and Uncle Gil and Everett’s kids as my cousins. I think 
of you people as family.” We repeat our invitation for her to come visit us. We bemoan how 
busy life is. Too busy to do what’s really important and get together with family. We’ve let too 
much time go by. Angie promises to try to arrange a visit. 
No Me Hagas Perder Tiempo 
It’s a nice hotel that has a casino on the premises. Not that we care. We’re not here to 
gamble. Although when we enter the casino looking for a late night snack a guard accosts MB 
and points to his sandals disapprovingly. There’s a dress code, although apparently my sandals 
are okay. We decide to leave the hotel to find food. Our first meal in Puerto Rico is at a Wendy’s. 
We head out early the next morning to find the Bishop’s office in Mayaguez. As would 
become a refrain of our trip, we spend the whole day wandering the City, asking for directions, 
getting lost as a result of both our difficulty understanding the directions and the fact that – as 
we soon learn – if people don’t know the directions to a location they will very kindly give you 
directions somewhere, anywhere else.  
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Suddenly it hits me. I tell MB, “Remember mom’s story about traveling with Grandpa 
Manuel when she visited him here?” 
“Yeah?” 
“She would get embarrassed because when he’d ask a stranger for directions, if they 
would hesitate he would say impatiently, “¿No sabe? ¡Pues, no me haga perder el tiempo!” You 
don’t know? Well don’t waste my time!” 
MB laughs, “Yeah, that was Grandpa Manuel.” 
“Well, maybe he wasn’t as crazy as we thought,” I say. “Maybe he knew that if a person 
hesitated it meant they didn’t know and they were getting ready to give directions that would 
not be helpful.” 
“Yeah, that makes sense. Grandpa knew his own people.” 
“Wow, we just learned something new!” 
“Yeah.” 
It was a frustrating day of getting lost in Puerto Rico, made less frustrating by MB’s calm 
and the fact that we enjoy each other’s company. This was our adventure in Puerto Rico, and as 
I kept saying to him, mostly to remind myself, it was okay if we didn’t find any new information 
about the family. Just the process would be good “data” for my dissertation.  
It was the next day when we found the “Oficina del Obispo Mayaguez”33 and learned 
that, contrary to what the diocese employee told me when I called from New York, baptismal 
records are not kept at the Bishop’s offices, but rather at the church where the child was 
baptized. We needed to go to Sabana Grande, the small nearby town where mom says Grandpa 
Felix was born. 
  
                                                 
33 The office of the Bishop of Mayaguez 
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No Mires 
 This story doesn’t want to get written. It’s not tragic. It’s not even dramatic. Just a 
memory that keeps niggling at me. But still, it doesn’t want to get written. 
 Shall I start by saying that I’m 18 years old? That my best friend is Monica McDonough 
and we have just graduated from high school? She was the valedictorian and I graduated with 
honors too. But that isn’t relevant. Shall I start at the end? With Monica and I in a car with two 
boys? But first you need to know that we are in Puerto Rico. Our parents gave us the trip as a 
graduation present, and we are staying with my Grandpa Manuel and his second wife, Angie. 
Shall I tell you that Grandpa is doing everything he can think of to give us a good time, but 
mostly we are hot and tired and wish we didn’t have to get up so early and go so many places? 
Shall I tell you that Monica is frustrated because everyone speaks Spanish and she does not 
understand Spanish? Do you want to know that she asks me to translate and I agree but I don’t 
want to admit that I miss a large part of the conversations? That I don’t understand as much as I 
should – as she thinks I do? Does it matter that she thinks I’m just being mean, keeping her in 
the dark on purpose? 
 But that’s not the story I want to tell – that I’m struggling to tell. I want to start with a 
vision of the two of us walking down the hall in high school, books clutched to our chests, talking 
earnestly about something, and a teacher stops us and remarks that we’re like mirror images of 
each other. Or she says something like that. We’re the same height, Monica and I, about 5’3”, 
have the same figures, a little fuller than the skinny popular girls; both of us have long straight 
hair, parted in the middle and reaching down to our waists. We’re mirror images if you imagine 
that one is standing in bright sunshine and the other in shadow. Monica has golden blonde hair, 
pale skin with a few freckles, and bright blue eyes. I have shiny brown hair, olive skin, and dark 
brown eyes. When asked, Monica says she is Irish and I say I am Puerto Rican. 
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 So these are the girls the two boys – distant cousins? –meet in Puerto Rico. Grandpa 
Manuel has arranged for them to take us out and see another part of the island. They’re a 
couple of years older than us. Now I have a vague impression of tall, thin, boys, cute the way 
older boys are to 18 year old girls. But I remember clearly one of them looking at Monica, and 
then at the other boy and saying, “Que ojos lindo.”34 I realize something is going on. They seem 
to have a secret plan. I don’t tell Monica that I’m a little concerned, and we go with them in 
their car. They don’t speak English and we’ve already established that my Spanish is poor, or I’m 
too embarrassed to say much for fear of making an embarrassing mistake. After a while it 
becomes clear that we’re not going anywhere in particular. Just driving around. I am in the front 
seat with one of the boys. We are silent and it feels awkward. I hear something in the back seat 
and I turn my head. The driver puts his hand on my thigh and says softly, “no mires35.”  
 I’ve already said that nothing dramatic happens. Maybe Monica and the boy made out a 
little, or maybe she rebuffed him. I don’t remember. When they brought us back to Grandpa 
Manuel’s house we didn’t talk about it. 
The Italian Americans 
It’s Sunday night and Mom and I are watching the documentary “The Italian Americans” 
on PBS. We’re lounging on our matching recliners which flank the gas fireplace in the living room 
of our little house in Lewiston, NY. When the local station interrupts the program to solicit 
donations Mom mutes the TV and we begin to ponder on the hows and whys of our family’s 
migration from Puerto Rico to the mainland.  
Mom – “Obviously Nanny and Grandpa left Puerto Rico to escape poverty.” 
                                                 
34 What pretty eyes. 
 
35 Don’t look. 
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Ellen – “Yeah, but why did they leave New York City and how did they come to move to 
Newburgh?” 
Mom – “Nanny’s brother, Tio Juan, worked as a cook at West Point for a while. That’s 
how he came to be in the Hudson Valley. Eventually he and Mathilde opened up a little store in 
the Town of Newburgh, (Mom says in an area called Leptondale) but Mathilde got sick and 
couldn’t work in the store, so grandpa sent your father to help them out. But they couldn’t 
make it and eventually moved back to New York City. (Mom says, they moved to be caretakers 
at the West Point Academy.  Uncle Juan kept his job as a cook in the cadet mess hall at West 
Point while he was caretaker and kept the job until he retired and he and Matilde moved to 
California.) Nanny and Grandpa started worrying that Uncle Evie might get involved in gangs in 
New York. He was a good boy, but they didn’t want to take a chance, to leave him exposed to 
bad influences, so they decided to move to Newburgh and open the store in Leptondale. (Mom 
says Grandpa Felix bought the store stock from Uncle Juan and moved the store a mile down the 
road to a newly developed commercial structure in Leptondale.  The bottom floor was the 
“Leptondale Food Market”; said the building housed three apts.  We lived in one for a while.)  
Uncle Evie was in high school at that time. I’d married dad in the meantime and grandpa needed 
your father to help him with the store. The store had to be in dad’s name since grandpa couldn’t 
get a liquor license because of his felony for gambling. I didn’t want to leave my mother, but I 
had to move if I wanted to stay with my husband. I wanted my mother to live with us but she 
(Mom says Grandma Venancia was still working and didn’t want to give up her independence by 
living with us.  I was the one that didn’t like living in the country as I found it lonely) didn’t like 
the country.  
Ellen – I remember you said you weren’t happy living in Leptondale. 
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Mom – I was miserable. Nanny and Grandpa were very mean to me and your dad and I 
were having trouble in the marriage. I took you and went back to live with my mother in New 
York for a while. But then dad and I made up and I went back to Leptondale. (Mom says that 
Grandma Venancia then retired and went to live with us in one of the Leptondale apartments 
over the store.) My place was with my husband. I was pregnant with MB by that time and I 
wanted you kids to have a father. 
Ellen – It’s interesting to draw connections between the experience of the Italian 
immigrants and Puerto Ricans. 
Mom – Yeah. Everybody wants the same thing – to be able to give their kids a good life. 
Ellen – The politics is interesting too. Italian Americans were so proud to have Fiorello 
LaGuardia as their mayor. 
Mom – Yeah, I remember my mom liked him too. She followed politics closely. She read 
the paper – The Daily News – every day.  
Ellen – And Vito Marcantonio was LaGuardia’s protégé. I read that he later became a 
strong ally to Puerto Ricans in NYC.  
Mom – Yeah, I think I remember that my mom liked him too. She was a Democrat, 
always for the regular people, the poor people. Puerto Ricans were the poor people then. 
The Things We Remember 
 Uncle Evie is dad’s youngest brother; the only brother left now. Divorced and never 
remarried he became Nanny and Grandpa’s caregiver in their old age. After my grandparents 
sold The Anchor the plan was to live in a trailer behind their second son’s house, but after a few 
years, like so many displaced Puerto Ricans, la Isla called to them. They lived there for a few 
years but then moved back to the states – I don’t know why -- with Uncle Evie, and together the 
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three escaped the cold New York winters and family drama by moving to Fort Lauderdale, 
Florida.  
Since I’ve begun work on our family history I’ve called him periodically, especially with 
questions regarding Grandpa Felix, for whom I can find almost nothing in the archive. He doesn’t 
recall his grandparents’ names, used to have paperwork when Felix legally changed his name to 
Correa but thinks he may have discarded it after his father died. But my questions bring up 
memories. 
“You know, I first went to school in Queens,” Uncle says in that soft New York accent 
that sounds like home. “My mother told me that the lady registering me for school said, 
‘Everisto! He’ll never make it in this country with a name like that. Do you know what the 
English translation is?’ My mother didn’t know. She told the lady the origin of the name Everisto 
– I don’t remember now. The lady said, ‘How does Everett sound? It’s only two letters different.’ 
My mother didn’t know any better so she said ok, yeah.” 
After we hang up I look at the Census records I’ve collected. In 1910 Nanny is two years 
old and living with her mother, father, and six full and half siblings. One girl, the natural child of 
Nanny’s biological mother was Evarista Comacho Velez, nine years old. Perhaps Nanny named 
her youngest child after the half-sister who cared for her as a child. Or maybe she just liked the 
name. 
I Looked at the Records 
Sabana Grande is a poor city just south of Mayaguez. Many storefronts are boarded up 
and there’s not much traffic in the middle of the day. We weren’t following the news at all, lost 
in our little bubble of family research, so it’s not until we return home that I find out that Puerto 
Rico’s economic crisis has been all over the news. But while we’re lost in Sabana Grande I can 
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only think that Grandpa Felix grew up in this poor town. I don’t imagine that it was more 
prosperous in the early 1900s.  
Late in the afternoon we finally find the church office. I explain our mission to the 
woman behind the reception glass and, apparently familiar with these kinds of requests, she 
excuses herself to look through the church records. I’m not surprised. If the records aren’t on-
line it’s because they’re still only available in the original registry books, handwritten so many 
years ago by the church clerk, or perhaps by the baptizing priest himself. The receptionist comes 
back ten minutes later with bad news.  
“No hay nadie del appelllido Correa ni Rodriguez bautizado aqui in ese tiempo. Busqué en los 
registros por un período de 15 años, desde 1895 a 1910 y no se encuentra.36" I translate the bad 
news for MB and then somehow feel the need to share with the receptionist, “Es que su padres 
no fueron casados, entonces es possible que su madre tenia verguenza y no vino a bautizar el 
niño.”37 She looks at me and says nothing. Perhaps I’ve shared too much. I offer a donation to 
the church but she declines it. When we visited the cathedral in Caguas on our first trip to 
Puerto Rico the donation was expected. Perhaps customs are different in the small towns. We 
leave dispirited. All this traveling, hours of being lost and the one hoped for outcome of the trip 
is dashed with a few words. I craft a story of the reason for our grandfather’s elusive existence 
in Puerto Rico. 
 “So the story is that grandpa’s father was married and had an affair with his mother. It 
wasn’t until the old man was on his deathbed that he acknowledged grandpa as his son.”  
MB already knows this. “Yeah.” 
                                                 
36 There’s no one with the last name Correa nor Rodriguez baptized here during that time. I looked at the 
records for 15 years, from 1895 to 1910 and didn’t find anything. 
 
37 It’s that his parents weren’t married. So it’s possible that his mother was ashamed and didn’t bring the 
baby to be baptized. 
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“Maybe his mother was ashamed that her baby was illegitimate and didn’t have him baptized.”  
“Maybe.” 
Neither one of us is religious but . . . “How horrible.” 
“Grandpa was very poor, illegitimate and it’s as though he didn’t exist as far as formal records 
are concerned. It’s like he appeared in the states fully formed; he came from nowhere,” I say. 
 We keep exploring Sabana Grande and come across a little museum – Museo de Historia 
Sabaneña. If we can’t find grandpa we can at least find out about the area where he was born.  
Tell Me About Your Politics 
MB: You see I try and avoid two subjects with our family because I feel very differently, 
radically differently about politics and religion. And I almost put my foot in my mouth yesterday 
with [YB’s wife] when she started talking about the Pope. And I thought, oh my god! This is the 
first pope that was the people's pope. And I tried to involve myself and I thought well I better 
not because I'm gonna really piss somebody off with the way I feel. So I try to avoid talking 
politics and religion, because that's part of, again, my survival strategy. I'll listen I’ll politely give 
platitudes or whatever to the speaker if they're neutral or ah, [sigh] or in favor of anything 
dealing with race equality or in a liberal sense but other than that I don't really do a deep foray 
into that.  
Ellen: What about differences in politics within the family? How are you different from 
family members? 
MB: Well I couldn’t tell you because I really don't know what your politics is other than 
what you have portrayed to me in the way of liberalism, all right? I don't know what mom's is 
really. And I don't really care to know what [YB’s] is. Um, Uncle Phil I just turn off, because his, 
he's just too radical for me. Uh, Uncle Everett I really haven't talked to him about politics much, 
and if it is it's just through one ear and out the other. I've tried . . .  
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Ellen: Uncle Phil is Tea Party. 
MB: Yeah, it's just too radical.  
Ellen: Ok, so you don't really know our politics and you're not really interested in 
knowing them.  
MB: Correct. 
Ellen: Because? 
MB: That would get in the way of my feelings for everybody. 
Ellen: It would? 
MB: Oh yeah. I know it would.  
Ellen: If you disagree with politics it would make you feel differently about your family 
members?  
MB: Yeah. Look at how I reacted with [names a friend of Mom’s and mine]. 
Ellen: What about it? 
MB: Being an alcoholic. 
Ellen: Yeah. 
MB: If I didn't know that he was an alcoholic, he'd be fine. Sure, come on over, 
whatever. But I feel so strongly about that because that is way off center. I'm a very center 
oriented person. [sigh] If you're radical to one side or the other you and I will not get along. We 
really won't. So rather than have that in the back of my head, that you're a radical off center for 
one side or the other, where I'll have to adapt so that it doesn't impact me, I don't want to get 
involved. I don't want to know. “ 
Ellen: But do you believe alcoholism is a disease? 
MB: You see this is another thing, I don't really want to get into that with you. I’m just 
using that as an example to show the fervor, the strength of my reactions. As to alcohol being, is 
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alcohol a disease? I’m still on the fence with that because there are drugs that you can take that 
can train yourself, that even if you gargled with the alcoholic Listerine you would get sick, and 
that would be Skinner's box effect to teach you not to be alcoholic. But you have to want to be 
non-alcoholic. If you're just, ‘oh well, I'm alcoholic. I'm just gonna go with the flow.’ Forget it. I'm 
not gonna help you. All right? But if you want to help yourself then I’ll help you. But if you don't 
want to help yourself, if you want somebody else to do it for you, forget it. I'm not your person. 
Can the Kids Come Out and Play?  
It’s the day we moved to Miller Circle. I’d heard the knock at the door and my mother 
answering. I thought it might be some of the kids I’d spied on the circle as we carried our things 
from the truck into the new house. I was in my room unpacking my clothes and toys, excited to 
set up my room just how I wanted it. But I was more excited to meet the kids in the 
neighborhood. We’d never had kids to play with in our neighborhood before. 
“Ellen, [MB] there are kids here,” Mom called. “Do you want to go outside and play?” 
We each flew from our rooms. I remember that. We ran outside but there’s where my 
memory fails. Were we shy at first? Probably. There were lots of kids. The whole neighborhood 
came to meet us. Maybe this was the first time a family with young children had moved into 
what seven year old Laura Miller was quick to tell us was HER circle – Miller Circle – named after 
her father who had built the homes. He was dead now. Mrs. Miller was a young widow with four 
kids: Eddie the oldest, in high school and way too old to be interested in us; Steven, the next 
one, skinny with long hair and pimples; also in high school and also too cool to play with a 7 and 
6 year old but he came along with the gang to check us out. Susan, the next one, three years 
older than me, and I thought she was beautiful with blonde hair and a wide smile, and quick-
tempered Laura, my age and skinny with stringy brown hair.  
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They lived with their mother Jeannie in the big ranch duplex she owned at the entrance 
to the Circle. Jeannie’s sister Dottie and her husband Mike and their children rented the smaller 
apartment next door, and the grandmother, Mrs. Pilek, lived in the basement apartment. Kathy, 
Dottie’s youngest and only daughter was there with the kids who came to our door. She was 
two years older than me, 9 years old when we moved in, tall and gangly with stringy brown hair 
like her cousin Laura, but she was shy and quiet, unlike her cousins. Her brothers were older so 
they didn’t come to play. Tony was impossibly old; he and his cousin Eddie were like ghosts, 
seen only rarely and then gone to do the important things teenage boys do. Mickey was the 
middle child and he had Muscular Dystrophy and used a wheelchair. He was skinny and frail; 
held his fork in a tight grip with his fist. He didn’t come with the kids to greet us that day. In fact, 
I don’t remember ever seeing him further outside his house than his back porch. He was funny 
and smart and became a good friend of MB’s when we were older, but MB always went to visit 
him.  
 And the Broice kids were part of the gang. They lived in the house next door to us. It was 
big and gloomy and mysterious looking. MB and I weren’t allowed to go there because the 
father would get drunk and hit the mother and kids. Walter and Gladys Broice had six kids: 
Walter Jr., Chucky, Donna, Joanie, Stanley, and Betsy, who was a toddler the year we moved 
there. Walter Jr. and Chucky were older and somehow scary. I remember, or maybe it was a 
story someone told, of Chucky up a tree looking into someone’s (ours?) bathroom window 
hoping to see someone naked. He was another one of the neighborhood teenage boys who 
were never part of my world. Apparitions who blew in and out of sight. Donna was older and 
pretty in a sexy kind of way. She had a brief fling with Tony our third cousin on Mom’s side one 
summer when he and his sister left NYC to stay with us; to vacation in el campo. I remember 
watching Tony and Donna making out on the grassy hill on the side of our house and telling 
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them they were doing it wrong. I must have been 12 or 13 by then and had never kissed a boy, 
but of course I knew how it was done.  
The Way Things Are 
It was Donna’s younger sister Joanie who became my best friend in the neighborhood. 
She was small with a blonde pixie and exactly my age. Her brother Stanley was MB’s age and 
they were best friends for a while too. I say “in the neighborhood” because I didn’t hang out 
with her in school. We went to the same elementary school but the classes were separated and 
the smart and dumb kids never saw each other except on the playground. I have no memories of 
Joanie in school at all, yet we were always together after school, on the weekends, and on 
vacations. There was nothing weird about that. Joanie was my best friend at home and Monica 
McDonough– one of the smart kids – was my best friend at school. But I knew it was weird that 
we could never go to Joanie and Stanley’s house. They always played at our house, or we played 
in the woods together. When we wanted to play MB and I would stand on the invisible line that 
separated our properties and call loudly, “Joanie! Stanley!” and they would come scampering 
out and we would play. I wondered, but I never asked them how they felt about that. Come to 
think of it, Monica McDonough, my school friend never came over my house either and I didn’t 
go to hers, although my parents never said I wasn’t allowed to go. She lived up the road, not on 
the Circle, so I guess I thought that’s why I never went to her house to play. Monica and I didn’t 
talk about why I was never invited to her house and why she never came to mine. There were 
just certain rules about whose house you went to play in and whose you didn’t. Sometimes 
adults gave us the reasons for the rules and sometimes it seemed there were no reasons, it was 
just the way things were. 
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Gastando Dinero en Porquerias 
Susan Miller was also my good friend. Three years older, she was our babysitter at first, 
but we were always friends, really equals. When my parents went out Susan and I would boss 
MB and YB around. I was friends with Susan’s cousin Kathy too. She would do whatever I 
wanted, play what I wanted. Me and the other kids would get mad when she wouldn’t sing or 
talk in our plays and I remember she cried a lot. But when it was just the two of us things were 
better. She’d be happy. But it never lasted long because she had nothing to say and I’d get 
bored. But Kathy was a star when we played kickball. She could kick the ball further than 
anybody. I was a terrible player. I remember I’d even miss hitting the ball with my foot – a kind 
of Charlie Brown miss, when they’d pitch it to me. But Kathy never made fun of me and she 
always made the gang let me play. It was the only time I heard her speak up. 
There were a few other kids on the Circle over the 14 years we lived there. But this was 
our main gang. The children MB, YB, and I grew up with. The Miller and Yurchuk (Kathy and her 
brothers) kids were Polish on their mothers’ side (Mom says Slavic). I don’t know about the dads 
except that they were regular white guys. (Mom says Mike Yurchuk’s heritage was Russian.) The 
Broices too were White, mostly blonde and blue eyed. I remember a photo taken on the first 
day of school of me and MB and Joanie and Stanley, standing in our new clothes in front of our 
enormous mailbox (It was big so that it could fit all the books and records mom ordered from 
catalogues. I remember when she bought us the World Book Encyclopedia set and I was excited 
that she also got the Child Craft series that had so many children’s stories and fairytales. My 
father was mad when those books came, yelling at Mom for gastando dinero que no tenemos 
en porquerias.38 
                                                 
38 Wasting money we don’t have on garbage. 
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Anyway the four of us stand smiling proudly in front of the big mailbox with our brand 
new notebooks and plastic pencil cases. Joanie and Stanley look pale standing next to me and 
MB. MB looks small and thin and brown, with his brush cut and sweet grin. I’m bigger, chubby 
and look like a little adult with my brown hair in a poofy style (helmet hair I think now), a red 
dress I loved coming to just below the knee with bell sleeves at the elbow. Joanie and I are both 
wearing white ankle socks and black Maryjanes, but Joanie’s cotton dress looks poor compared 
to mine, and she doesn’t have a big shiny new plastic pocket book like I do. Looking at that 
picture I can almost smell the newness of it all. It’s the first day of maybe 4th grade for me and 
Joanie and 3rd grade for MB and Stanley, and we want to look good. All the neighbor kids 
waited for the bus together at the bottom of the hill. But then we went our separate ways. I 
always sat in the seat Monica saved for me. I don’t remember where Joanie sat.  
¿Cuando, Cuando, Cuando? 
Youngest Brother (YB) dropped Lanie off yesterday afternoon so that her grandmother 
and I could help her study for her Spanish final. Margaret39, nicknamed Maggie, is 12 years old, 
in sixth grade, and YB’s only child. My mother and I live eight minutes from YB’s house and we 
see each other often. Maggie often calls on Aba (a shortened version of Abuela that my mother 
insists her grandchildren call her) to help with her Spanish homework. My mother’s first 
language was Spanish, and although English has been her dominant language for many years, 
she is the only one in the family who can claim to be bilingual. But Aba recently had cataract 
surgery so she’s not seeing so good. That’s why yesterday I took the lead asking Maggie to 
                                                 
39 pseudonym 
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complete sentences by conjugating the verbs ir 40and estar41 while mom listens and provides 
occasional help from her easy chair.  
Before he left, YB told me that Maggie had a meltdown earlier that day, stressed out 
over the end of year standardized tests. I hate standardized testing and after swearing 
appropriately I go back in the house determined to help without further exacerbating her stress.  
Maggie seems to me to be tall for a 12 year old, but her mother says that she is actually 
a bit short for her age. She is a stunning child, slim, with big brown eyes and straight brown hair 
that reaches to the middle of her back. She’s not happy unless she’s wearing tight spandex 
shorts and a T shirt with a collar that is not too tight or too loose. She is a loving child, who is 
close to her aunts, uncles, and cousins on both sides of her family, although Mom and I like to 
think that we are special in her life. We are certainly the only relatives who can help her with 
her Spanish homework and we revel in that.  
Maggie knows the work. Her accent is beautiful and she almost always gets the 
conjugations right. When she struggles I can see that she has lost her focus for a moment.  
“¿Cuando vas al cinema?” I ask as part of the lesson. “What does that mean in English?” 
“Um, where is the cinema?” Maggie guesses, as she lounges on the couch, tossing a 
cushion into the air. 
“No, what does cuando mean?” 
“What?” she guesses again. 
“No, try again.” 
“I don’t know!”  
I see that she’s getting upset. Maggie does not like to be wrong.  
                                                 
40 To go 
 
41 To be 
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“Cuando means ‘when’,” I tell her. “‘When are you going to the cinema?’” 
“Oh, okay!” she says happily. 
“So, “’Cuando vas al cinema?’ I’m your friend and I’m asking you, ‘when are you going to 
the cinema?’” 
“Voy al cinema mañana,” she answers. 
“¡Muy bien! Beautifully said.” 
Maggie beams as I consider, “Now how can we help you remember what cuando 
means? Have you ever heard the song ‘Cuando, cuando, cuando’?” 
Maggie shakes her head and Mom starts to sing, “Tell me when will you be mine? 
Cuando, cuando, cuando, cuando?” 
I join in singing, “Oh my darling tell me when.” 
Maggie giggles, and sings, “Cuando, cuando cuando!” 
So the singer is asking, ‘When will you be mine? Cuando, get it?” 
“I get it! ‘Cuando, cuando, cuando’,” she sings. 
I get up to find a YouTube video on the computer in the dining room. We have the 
device that allows us to show YouTube videos on the flat screen TV in the living room and 
Maggie loves that. She comes over to the dining room to help me find the video. 
“There it is Tia! After we listen to this can I play a different video?” 
“Sure, but let’s hear this one first.” I’ve done this a few times now. Played Spanish 
language videos on the TV so Maggie will hear the Spanish words and maybe even come to like 
Spanish music. We play Michael Bublé singing “Quando, Quando, Quando.” He’s Anglo, the song 
is all in English except for the words I learn are actually in Italian, not Spanish, in this version. 
Maggie and I begin to dance to the music, making our way around the huge round coffee table 
in the middle of the living room. I don’t try to be cool but come up with the goofiest dance 
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moves I can and Maggie looks at me with a mix of surprise and derision, and then laughs and 
follows my lead. My mother watches as Maggie and I swing each other around as we loudly sing, 
“When will you say yes to me? Tell me cuando, cuando, cuando.” I’m satisfied that Maggie will 
never forget the meaning of that word, and the Spanish lesson is over.  
The Rules of the Neighborhood 
In 1963 Miller Circle was a cul-de-sac of six houses in the Town of Newburgh. It was off 
of North Plank Road, less than a mile down the road from the Leptondale Store, a neighborhood 
convenience store that sold groceries, newspapers, ice-cream, small plastic toys, and most 
importantly for the neighborhood dads, beer. Whenever Laura Miller would lord it over us that 
the Circle was hers because it had her name because her dad had built it, I would tell her that 
my grandparents used to own the Leptondale store. “So there!” I didn’t remember this of 
course. I was a baby at the time, but my mother told me that Grandpa and Nanny had owned 
that store so I knew it was true, even if it never did have our name, so I couldn’t prove it to 
Laura.  
 Anyway, Miller Circle drive started at the bottom of what seemed at the time like a 
steep hill and ended in a circle of grass with a telephone pole in the exact center. The road 
circled that little plot of grass, which my father kept mowed with his beloved riding lawn mower. 
There were some big boulders surrounding the telephone pole, and then the grass and that’s it. 
I remember finally, at 12 years old, learning to ride a bike on the road surrounding that circle. 
Pedaling around and around with a sense of freedom made possible by the safety of the cul-de-
sac. I also remember treading carefully around and around those boulders, one hand on the 
telephone pole for balance, when I wanted to play but didn’t feel like seeking out my friends. If 
anyone was around and saw me they’d come out to ride bikes or play on the swings, or find 
adventures in the woods.  
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 The houses were modest – ours perhaps the poorest despite all my father’s projects. 
The Millers and Yurchuks lived in the duplex, the Wilcox’s, a retired couple in the house across 
from them. Mrs. Wilcox got the reputation as the neighborhood busy-body, although I didn’t see 
her much since there were no kids in their house. The story was that she stood in her glassed-in 
front porch with binoculars spying on the neighbors. Next to the Wilcox’s were the Bakers, an 
even older Jewish couple whose house was separated from ours by “the jungle” a bramble of 
small trees, weeds, and wild strawberries and blackberries that we played in when we were 
brave enough to endure the prickers. Rose Baker became my mother’s friend and a kind of 
second grandmother to us kids. We called her Ama. On the other side of our house were the 
Broices, a two or three story house -- I think I only entered it once or twice in my life, probably in 
unusual defiance of my parents’ rule. The property was well kept with a big landscaped lawn 
and enormous Willow trees. Those trees beckoned to me. I longed to sit under them, feel them, 
to get close to such grandness. The Broices also had grapevines climbing over a crude trellis 
under which sat an old wooden picnic table. That was another place I longed to go. It seemed 
exotic to me –country in an old world way. I guess I wanted whatever I couldn’t have. Next to 
the Broices were the Shades in a two story white house. Timmy Shade, tall, pale, and stocky with 
a deep pink birthmark that covered most of one cheek was an only child and older so I never 
knew him well. The Shades moved after a while and the Davis’s – a family with lots of kids – 
moved in. I played sometimes with Cindy, who was my age, but we never got very close to that 
family. They were Protestant and deeply religious and we either were forbidden or weren’t 
welcome to go in their house – another unspoken rule. And next to them was the 
Miller/Yurchuk duplex.  
This was my world from age 7 to 21. When we played sports I was at the bottom of the 
barrel, but otherwise I was a leader in our little gang. On one hand I wanted whatever was 
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forbidden, but on the other I didn’t question why there were some homes that didn’t welcome 
us. It never occurred to me that being Puerto Rican could have anything to do with this. We 
thought we were as good as most of our neighbors and better than some of them. Or at least I 
thought that. My father was a bartender and laborer who dropped out of high school and for 
many years my mother was a receptionist and a secretary, but I thought we were middle class. 
We were Puerto Rican and white – different from and better than poor, low class Puerto Ricans, 
and even poor, low class white people. I don’t remember that we ever talked about any of this 
in my family, but somehow I knew that we were better because we had light skin, spoke English 
without a Spanish accent, and thought we were accepted into the world of white people. 
The Long and Winding Road . . . Again 
 “¿Señor, como se llama esas frutas?42” 
 The old man peered at us. “¿Estas? Estas son mangoe.”43 
 “¡Mangoe! ¿Tan chiquitas?”44 
 “Pues si,” he assures me, and after a pause, ¿De adonde son ustedes?45 
 “Estamos visitando de Nueva Yor.”46 
 “Ah, pues esperen un momento.”47 
 On the drive back to San Juan from the western side of the island – through those same 
winding mountain roads, but this time it’s daytime and we have experience on our side – we see 
an elderly man pushing piles of the small round yellow fruit that have fallen from the trees down 
the ravine. 
                                                 
42 Sir, what is the name of that fruit? 
 
43 These? These are mangoe. 
 
44 So small? 
 
45 Well yes. Where are you from? 
 
46 We’re visiting from New York. 
 
47 Oh, well then wait a moment. 
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 “Ellen, ask him what kind of fruit that is,” MB implores. 
 As he pulls over I practice the question I’ll pose in my head. It’s helpful when I have a 
moment to collect my thoughts; try to pluck the correct verb conjugation from my jumbled 
brain. The man is dressed in an orange jumpsuit and I wonder if he’s a convict doing community 
service. But there’s no truck or work crew around and when he walks away from the car he 
disappears for a moment into the garage of a nearby house and emerges with a long pole with a 
metal claw at the end of it.  
“He’s going to give us some fruit,” my brother helpfully supplies. 
“Oh, how sweet! ¡Gracias, señor, gracias! I call out as he hands MB handful after handful 
of small yellow orbs that he plucks from the trees above us.  
“No se puede comer la fruta del suelo,” he advises. 
“What’s he saying?” 
“He says we shouldn’t eat the fruit that’s fallen to the ground.” 
“Pero la fruta del arbol esta muy dulce.” 
“He says the fruit from the trees is sweet. What are we gonna do with all this fruit?” I 
fret. 
“Yeah, tell him it’s enough. “No, no mas, por favor,” MB stutters out. 
“Esta bien, señor. Gracias. No tenemos sitio para poner tanta fruta,”48 I say, trying not to 
sound ungrateful. 
The old man hands MB one last handful, who after smelling them appreciatively puts 
them gently on the floor of the back seat. “Gracias, señor,” he says.  
“Muy amable, gracias señor,”49 I think to say. “Adios.”  
                                                 
48 That’s enough, sir, thank you. We don’t have any place to put so much fruit. 
 
49 You’re very kind, thank you sir. 
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MB has finally satisfied his curiosity about the fruit on the side of the road. We plan how 
we’ll stop on the way to San Juan and get a bottle of wine and pan sobao and queso blanco to 
eat with the mangoes tonight after we pick my friend Judith up from the airport.  
“Do you think he was a convict?” I ask. 
“I don’t think so; he went into a garage to get the tool to pick the mangoes. He must live 
here.” 
“Then why was he wearing an orange jumpsuit?” 
“I don’t know. The people here are so nice aren’t they?” 
“Yeah, they are.” 
And I resume watching out for cars careening towards us around the blind curves, so 
that I can helpfully swear, and squeal, and flinch at each encounter. 
There Are Always the Haves and the Have Nots 
Youngest Brother (YB) – Just cause you ain’t got it doesn’t necessarily make you unhappy. 
Ellen – Yeah and just cause you have . . . 
YB – We didn’t have money . . . and the ways you guys did Miller Circle for me I was, everything 
was cool. It was an adventure when the electricity went out. It wasn’t a trauma. To you it was a 
trauma but to me it wasn’t. 
Ellen – Well, cause we were trying to shield you from that. 
YB – It wasn’t, I didn’t look at it as a shield. You redirected. You couldn’t stop the electricity from 
going out 
Ellen – Right. 
YB – that would have been shielding it, you know? 
Ellen – All right. Ok. 
YB – Cause a shield prevents the, the damage from 
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Ellen – damage from happening. Ok. 
YB – You redirected and restructured it and  
Ellen – made it mean something else. 
YB – Yeah.  It didn’t have to be bad, it was, ‘ahhh, the electricity went out! Let’s get the sleeping 
bags and do that and do this.’ And you’re like, ‘ah cool!’ You know what I mean? 
Ellen – Yeah . . . so going back to the rich people and [YB’s upper middle class neighborhood] So 
they’re no smarter necessarily? Some are smarter. Some are stupider, some are the same 
YB – Some are smarter in their technical skills, got better jobs, made more money. Some 
inherited money. You know? 
Ellen – Yeah. 
YB – But they’re all still people. They all screwed up. They all have [unintelligible] 
Ellen – So do you think . . . what do you think about . . . whether it’s, I mean it’s reality that they 
live in these big houses, have no money worries. They have lots of other worries just like other 
human beings. But they have NO money worries. Would . . . the underclass has both kinds of 
worries. 
YB – No! I don’t believe that. Because when you talk to them they have money worries.  
Ellen – Oh, that’s right. 
YB – Because they’ve elevated their lifestyle so high that they . . . Barb Klavan has to work 
because they have this HUGE freakin house that they have to pay for and they have the house 
that they have to pay for in, um, Atlanta. And they have four cars, and there’s only two of them, 
that they have to pay for.   
Ellen – Ok. And then there’s people in California – just cause this is what I know – who live in 
chicken coops. I mean they’re chicken coops! And send money home to their elderly parents 
who won’t have food if they don’t do it. And they’re no dumber 
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YB – Um hm. 
Ellen – than the Klavans. They haven’t had the education. They don’t have the formal education.  
YB – um hm 
Ellen – And they work really hard in the fields. And what do you think about that as far as . . . is 
that ok?  You know what I mean? It’s reality, but should we try to change that? 
YB – [pause] We should always try to make . . . if you could make the Picasso better why 
wouldn’t you? You know what I mean? And if you could make [his daughter’s) water colors 
better why wouldn’t you? You know that type thing. So, you could always strive to make things 
better for people. I don’t, but I don’t look down on those people. If anything I admire them 
cause . . . I don’t want to do that work, but all I am is two paychecks away from or getting fired, 
from DOING that work. You know? 
Ellen – So . . .  
YB – and they’re doing it. 
Ellen – Barbara Klavan is worried because she might not be able to have as BIG a house as she 
has. She might have to downsize. 
YB – That’s one, but it’s not, that’s not, I’ve found that’s not what they’re worried about. It’s, it’s 
not having to downsize to do with less. They’ve raised their lifestyle so high that they’re working 
for things, the things aren’t enriching their life. Whereas when I had a boat I was a millionaire. 
You know what I mean. Oh my god, I have a boat! And then when the boat had no more 
meaning to me I got rid of it. They don’t do that. They, they go 
Ellen – Too much meaning in the things. 
MB – Yeah, “we can’t give all this stuff up.” You know? And it’s not because they [unintelligible] 
they just [loudly] ELEVATED their life to that level. They, they, they can’t, it’s not the things it’s 
the LEVEL of the life that then gives them the things. 
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Ellen – Ok. But where I’m going . . . I’m not saying this very well but . . . so for example, Barbara 
Klavan gets sick she gets the best care possible, right? Her husband is a doctor, he has 
connections, blah, blah, blah. But Eduardo [a Mexican friend of mine who is undocumented] 
can’t, needs 
YB – Yeah they don’t have nothing. 
Ellen – his mother needs an operation and he can’t even get it for her, let alone the best 
doctors. 
YB – Right, right, right, I get it. [pause] Yes, I think that should be fixed. That’s a no-brainer. Why 
wouldn’t you? That’s a dumb question. 
Ellen – How do you fix it? 
YB – [pause] 
Ellen – That’s the harder part right there. 
YB – No it isn’t. No the answer is in history. The rich always give down to the poor. Not all of 
them always do it. But you, there’s always been a cut of society that said I have to give back 
some of my riches, and ah, Bill Gates was one of em. Of course he’s new rich money. But he 
inspired [unintelligible] old rich money, Warren Buffett, to give away a lot of his stuff. 
Ellen – Um hm. 
Bill – And there were um, [hears something] what? Oh the air conditioning. There were um, I 
was watching that Gangs of New York? 
Ellen – Um hm. 
YB – it was interesting because I didn’t really like the movie but I liked the period piece. You 
know the movie was just about some thugs and fighting and for power. 
Ellen – Um hm. 
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YB – But I liked the period piece and they had Tammany Hall running around with rich people 
who wanted to do good for the people of . . . whatever that part of the City was called, you 
know? I forget? The five stars or whatever. The five star area of whatever. And the rich would 
sponsor a dance and they came right out and they said “do you think the people need food or a 
dance?” And the, the, in the movie – and I’m just saying this, you know – they said they need 
both. You know? 
Ellen – Um hm. 
YB – And they were getting food through a different organization but they never would get a 
dance. So they said “we want to sponsor a dance.” So that they could see . . . culture, and 
practice all that you know, that type thing. I thought that was neat. 
Ellen – Yeah. Man does not live by bread alone right? 
YB – Right. 
Ellen – But, so there’s one class of people who are seen to EARN what they have, and another 
class who are GIVEN what they have. They don’t get to earn it.  
YB – Old money. 
Ellen – No, no I mean the poor people who get the, the donations from the rich people. Do you 
know what I mean? So,  
YB – Yeah but there’s also 
Ellen – Eduardo works really, really hard and he can’t provide basic health care for his mother. 
But Dr. Klavan and his family can donate the money so that his mother can have the basic health 
care. 
YB – Or, provide programs that can raise them up. Right. Like Doctors Without Borders, like Red 
Cross, like Catholic Charities, like all of the philanthropics and stuff like that. 
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Ellen – But why should Dr. Klavan be in a position to give and Eduardo only in a position to take, 
or to, you know, to benefit from his giving, when they’re both as intelligent as each other?  
YB – [pause] I don’t understand the question. That’s like asking “why do we breathe?” 
Ellen – That’s just the way it is? 
YB – There are always the haves and the have nots. [pause] You can’t, that’s almost like physics. 
You can’t change that. You can only improve it on a point-by-point basis. Because there are 
people, that won’t, that die on a cold bench at night that are have nots, that could have went to 
the stupid, ah, ah, city mission. 
Ellen – Yeah. 
YB – And there are 
Ellen – Can you envision a society where everybody works hard and everybody gets what they 
need? 
YB – No. 
Ellen – rather than a have and a have not? 
YB – No. That’s comm, is it comm? it’s socialist? 
Ellen – Socialist. 
YB – Yeah, socialist. Now . . . no because people are imperfect, people are greedy and people 
want power and people want control, and people want to influence other people’s lives. I want 
to influence other people’s lives. Just not in the way that power mongers want to do it. I want to 
influence and Dan [his friend and colleague] says that all the time. “We influence millions of 
people’s lives. And they never know it’s us. That’s what I like.50 We go in, we fix problems. Or we 
stop a problem from happening that would have affected a million people – when that storm 
                                                 
50 YB and his friend Dan work for the New York State Office for Emergency Management. YB is referring 
to the times when he’s called in to manage and mitigate the effects of a natural or man-made emergency. 
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comes six months later. And they would have turned left when they should have turned right. 
We influence them to turn right. Everybody’s happy. And they don’t even know it. That’s what 
we like. Cause it’s not about the recognition – although that’s nice. And I don’t want recognition 
to go to somebody else that didn’t earn it. That’s when I want it to come to me. But if it’s just 
gonna come to me I don’t need it.  
Ellen – So it feels good to do good in the world. 
YB – Yeah! 
Ellen – But what about the people who . . . don’t have that opportunity? 
YB – Everybody has the opportunity to do good in the world. Everybody. 
Ellen – To some degree? 
YB – To some degree. 
Good Puerto Ricans 
I have an image of my father, in his early thirties, dark hair and eyes, slim and 
handsome, standing in our yard, a cigarette hanging from his mouth. He’s alone, looking – just 
looking – at the yard, the trees, the grass, the neighborhood, probably planning one of his  
projects – maybe planning the circular driveway he eventually put in the front yard, or the 
circles of white pebbles he installed around the bushes and trees. I think of him as both amazed 
and content to find himself in this beautiful place. Happy to know he owns this plot of land and 
can improve it to suit himself. I remember when he came into the house after one of these 
times and told my mother about his encounter with our neighbor. Walter was a white man who 
lived with his family next door. Somehow my parents knew from the beginning that he was a 
violent alcoholic and we were never allowed to go to his house to play with the children. They 
always came to our house or we played together in the woods or surrounding neighborhood. 
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The dad was a shadowy figure to us; only glimpsed on rare occasions going to or coming from 
work. But on this day Walter had seen my dad in the yard and walked over to talk to him. 
Walter: You’re doing a nice job with the landscaping. Everything looks nice. 
Dad: Thanks. 
Walter: You know, I have to tell you, when we heard that Puerto Ricans were moving 
to the neighborhood we were worried. I guess you can understand why. But now we know that 
you people are not like most Puerto Ricans. You’re good people. 
Dad: Thanks. You know Walter, the fact is that I believe that I’m not only as good as you 
are, I’m better than you. 
Walter: [his eyes widen and his face gets red.] Wha, what do you mean?! 
Dad: Well, at least I don’t live next door to Puerto Ricans. 
I remember my dad laughing whenever he told this story. 
The Things We Don’t Talk About 
 MB wants to go to Arecibo. It isn’t on our itinerary but hey we’re flexible right? If I’d 
known it was another long and winding (if hairpin turns qualify as winding) road, maybe not. But 
we head off to explore the City where it’s said the Correa name originated in Puerto Rico. They 
say that all Puerto Rican Correa’s descend from the Spanish conquistador Capítan Antonio de los 
Reyes Correa and his 14 sons. We don’t expect to find anything to tie our family with el Capítan 
(and we don’t) but MB is convinced he is our ancestor and wants to see the place where the 
famous 18th century battle – a small group of Spaniards and Indians fend off a British naval 
attack – took place. 
 We find the city museum and get a tour from the historian and curator of an exhibit on 
the history of rum production in the area. We buy two of her books on the local history, and 
inside of one there’s a photograph of a bust of el Capítan and a synopsis of the battle. As I look 
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at the photograph – the strong jaw, aquiline nose, and thin aristocratic lips, I remember 
including a similar photo with a family history I wrote for an undergraduate journalism class 
when I was 19 years old. I didn’t do well on that assignment and I remember the professor 
sneering that the captain must be an ancestor because there was such a great likeness. I was 
humiliated, not for the first time hating my wide nose inherited from Nanny. And now, I 
ridiculously compare a photo of Grandpa Felix Correa, imagining I see a likeness.  
 I am not proud of the possible association I have with the people who conquered, 
murdered, and enslaved the indigenous people of the Island, and later enslaved Africans to work 
on the sugar, coffee, and tobacco plantations. But the burning to this day is the shame I felt 
when I was deemed not good enough to be associated with the famous war hero. I was 
demeaned when I dared to claim a heritage for myself. And now I’m feeling ashamed of my 
pathetic attempt to associate myself with the oppressors; the winners; the dominant group in 
that historic time and place. I wonder if our research trip is still a performance of that quest for 
success, whiteness, privilege. I was elated when we found that Mom’s great grandfather had 
been a great landholder and saddened when we found that our paternal grandfather [the 
supposed descendent of the famous Capítan Correa] was not important enough to warrant a 
place in the archive. At some level I’m still seeing success and value through the eyes of the 
dominant group. I don’t talk to MB about this. 
Being Puerto Rican 
Ellen - What does it mean to you to be Puerto Rican? 
YB - [pause] Huh. 
Ellen - Um hm. 
YB - I never thought of that. [pause] Well 
Ellen - When did you first know you were Puerto Rican? 
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YB - Well in Newburgh, but, I suppose here, when I moved to Niagara Falls it was cool because I 
was different. There wasn't a lot of Puerto Ricans in the City at that time. I mean there might 
have been one or two. We didn't know. Now  there's lots. But, um, and there's a lot of Hispanics, 
it doesn't have to be Puerto Rican but . . . When did you we come here? in ‘77 it was um, it was 
unique. I remember Rocky Merrano’s -- our neighbors -- uh girlfriend, her name was Maria 
Messina. [laughs] She's, Rocky would talk about me all the time you know, cause we were 
friends. And ah, when she met me I think I weighed 135 pounds soaking wet, very thin, and she 
envisioned . . . the stereotypical Mexican Cholo. You know? She said, "I just thought he'd be 
really heavy and short and dark skinned, with long greasy hair -- yeah, oh yeah -- And I'm like, 
"ah surprise!" you know?  
Ellen - Wow. 
YB - Yeah.  
Ellen - What did you say to her when she said that? 
YB - "Surprise!" You know. I mean people from Niagara Falls are not cutting edge. Ah, you know, 
it was always it was accepted. So what . . . you were a little different which was cool. But it 
wasn't a detriment at all here. Not here. And I really didn't notice it in Newburgh because we 
were  . . . there was lots. You know? There was a lot of . . . I guess they were Puerto Ricans. I 
don't know. Leptondale? When I was in Leptondale. And ah, Wallkill Middle. There was a lot. I 
only spent ah -- September, October -- two months in the high school. So . . . it's always been 
good, I guess. It's never been a bad. It's never been bad! The only thing bad is I can't speak the 
damn language. That's the only part that, that's frustrating. But one day I'm gonna get Rosetta 
Stone. I"m gonna do it. 
Ellen - [chuckles] 
YB - [chuckles] 
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The Farm in San Lorenzo 
 Judith’s telephone manner in Spanish is perfect. 
 “Is this señor Silva? My name is Judith Flores Carmona and I’m calling on behalf of 
friends by the name of Correa who are visiting Puerto Rico and exploring their family roots in 
San Lorenzo. They are connected to the Rodriguez family and are interested in seeing and 
learning about the farm that was owned by their ancestor Rudolfo Rodriguez Y Carríon. Your 
name was given to us by people in the San Lorenzo Office of Agriculture as someone who knows 
all about the farms and agriculture here. We understand that a Señor Diaz recently owned part 
of that original farm. We are hoping that you can tell us if Sr. Diaz is still the owner and if so, 
how we might contact him.” 
 There’s a pause as Judith listens. We, MB, Judith, and I, are in the car, hoping to get 
some information that will take us to our ancestors’ farm. We want to walk on that earth and 
think about what it was like living and working a farm in that rural community in early 20th 
century Puerto Rico. We want to know what kind of fruit was grown on the farm. Mom tells us 
that her family grew and processed tobacco on the farm where her mother grew up. We see no 
sign of tobacco as we drive through the countryside. We want to talk to people who would 
know, might remember, when tobacco plants dotted these hillsides. We’re brimming with 
excitement. Finally we’re getting somewhere. And we’re grateful to Judith, mi amiga del alma, 
for helping us.  
Judith was born in Veracruz, Mexico and came as a child to California as an 
undocumented immigrant, reuniting with her mother after years of separation. She and I met 
when we were both undergraduates at CSU Monterey Bay – she a traditional age student and 
me a returning student in my 40s. We realize we’re an unlikely pair to have become so close. 
But here we are, amigas del alma; at times we’ve worked together, at times we’ve lived 
 137 
together, and now we haven’t seen each other for over a year, since she landed a job as an 
assistant professor in New Mexico and I’ve been writing my dissertation in Western New York.  
A conference in Puerto Rico was a chance to see each other and a chance for Judith to 
participate in my quest to learn about my family, to learn about myself. She’s been part of my 
journey from the beginning. It was, after all, during my time at CSU Monterey Bay that I 
acquired an interest in, a hunger really, to explore what my Puerto Rican identity means – to 
better understand, after a lifetime of it not even being on my radar, the relational and ethical 
implications of my experience of assimilation into U.S. white mainstream culture. Judith and I 
walked hand-in-hand as she lived, explored, and analyzed her identity as an undocumented 
immigrant in a xenophobic society, and as I explored my socialization in and complicity with the 
structures and everyday occurrences of that injustice.  
Together we’ve come to this place and time. Judith, a petite Mexicana in her 30s, with 
long brown hair, sparkling brown eyes, and skin the color of café con leche, and me and MB, 
middle aged and chubby, perhaps recognizable, here, as Puerto Rican, and immediately pegged 
as from the mainland when we speak. MB sports long hair and a long black beard speckled with 
white, (YB teases that he could be mistaken for a member of the Taliban) while I have short 
brown hair with streaks of blonde, wearing long shorts and comfortable sandals, as opposed to 
Judith’s stylish tacones51. Judith speaks for MB and me, because, here, for this purpose, we have 
no voice of our own.  
Sr. Silva has asked a question. “I’m a friend of the Correa’s who have family from this 
area,” she repeats. They are investigating their family roots and want to learn about the farm 
owned by the Rodriguez family. Can you help us? Do you know of Sr. Diaz?” 
                                                 
51 High heels 
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Another pause, and Judith tries again. “They’ve come from New York to learn about 
their heritage.” MB whispers to Judith, “Ask him about the agriculture here. What do they grow? 
Did they used to grow tobacco?” Judith complies, but it’s evident she’s struggling. Finally she is 
forced to give up. “Well sir, thank you for your time. Goodbye.” 
“He didn’t want to help us?” I ask.  
“No, he said he knew Sr. Diaz and had the information we were seeking but he wouldn’t 
give it to us.” 
“Really! Why, do you think?” 
“He was suspicious. He doesn’t know me. Here I am a stranger with a Mexican accent on 
the phone asking for information about a farm on behalf of Americanos who claim their family 
used to own it.” 
“Oh my god of course!”  
“He thought we might want to claim some ownership,” MB supplies. 
“Yeah, he has no reason to help us, and he might be doing some harm if he did,” Judith 
conjectures. 
“I can see now that we shouldn’t focus on asking about the farm. It would be better if 
we just say we’re looking for relatives, that we’re looking to connect with the descendants of 
our ancestors.” 
We agree to take a ride up into the hills and stop somewhere to ask the locals about the 
Rodriguez family. But we don’t talk about why MB and I have focused so intently on the farm 
rather than on the people in the area. For me, every encounter with people in Puerto Rico is a 
reminder, a reinforcement of my difference from them – of my assimilation. Assimilation is at 
least in part a quest to erase difference. I’ve spent my life unconsciously trying to erase and 
deny any difference between me and white people, Anglo people. And now, as I explore my 
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Puerto Rican heritage I experience being an outsider among people who were rejected in my 
quest for whiteness. I think it may be different for MB. He says he doesn’t share my shame at 
being not Puerto Rican enough. Doesn’t see it in those terms. MB is a farmer at heart. He has a 
great interest and love for the land and what it produces. He knows the names of the plants in 
his garden back home, forages in his vegetable garden eating the tomatoes, radishes, and 
peppers as he goes. He’s translated this passion to our search for our heritage. He wants to 
know the name of the fruit that litters ground on our drive through the country; he gets excited 
when he sees bamboo lining the roads. He wants to know about the Rodriguez farm but not 
because he’s avoiding the people. He’s perfectly willing to struggle along in his Español rematao 
so that he can learn about the Puerto Rican flora. 
But for me, also, it’s not just about my dialectic relationship with the Puerto Rican 
people. I realize that my interest in the San Lorenzo farm is also about the pride in learning that 
my mother’s great grandfather was a great landowner. We kid about having ancestors with 
money but it goes beyond kidding. The “rich old man” in our family represents success. We are 
descended from smart, hardworking, successful people; people who had high status in their 
community. After all, that kind of success is what we’ve strived for on the mainland. But if Don 
Rudolfo’s success is due to his strength of character, intelligence, and hard work, what does that 
say about our relatives who were dirt poor? 
And I think of Ellison’s “invisible man” – the assimilated Black man – when he says, “I am not 
ashamed of my grandparents for having been slaves. I am only ashamed of myself for having at 
one time been ashamed” (Ellison, 1952, p. 15). 
In the Hills of San Lorenzo 
 The countryside is beautiful. We stop a few times to take pictures of the rolling hills, a 
close up of a banana tree, a fiery Flamboyant tree, a stream that reminds us of Cricket Creek in 
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the woods surrounding our childhood home. We, or at least I am in that idyllic bucolic head 
space, in the midst of a tropical paradise, idyllic because it’s removed from our lived experience. 
MB and I begin to fantasize about owning a home here. 
 “Would you want to live here? Own a farm here?” I ask. 
 “No.” 
 “Why not? Maybe when you retire? If money was no object?” 
 “Well if money were no object, sure.” 
 “But you’d miss the kids (his grown up son and daughter). Maybe a vacation house then. 
Especially because money is no object.” 
 We both laugh. “Yeah, a big old farmhouse in these hills, or maybe a compound so we 
can all have our private space.” I realize I’ve been watching too many House Hunters 
International programs. We both laugh again. “I could live here happily,” I say. “But I couldn’t 
drive here so that would be a definite problem. I suppose I could be a hermit, never coming 
down from my perch in the hills.” 
 MB lets me ramble on, interjecting now and then with a pithy comment – the voice of 
reason intruding on my fantasy. But come to think of it this conversation happened earlier, 
before Judith joined us on the trip. On this day we’re on a mission. Trying to get some “facts” 
about our San Lorenzo ancestors. We stop at a cluster of small shops and restaurants – like an 
outdoor mall in the states but very rustic. We go into a tiny bar where there are several men, 
young, middle aged and an older man behind the bar, drinking beer and talking. I decide to be 
bold and make the first inquiry. 
 “Buenos dias.” 
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“Buenos dias.” The men nod and smile guardedly so I go on. “Somos de Nueva Yor, 
visitando y buscando gente de la familia Rodriguez, la familia de mi mamá52.  
They know the name, not surprising since it’s one of the most common Spanish 
surnames. But they know the name Sanchez – my mother’s maternal grandfather – as well, and 
Muñoz, another family name. Judith rescues me when I flounder, and one of the men gives us 
directions to the farm of Sr. Diaz, who now owns part of the Rodriguez farm. Or at least gets us 
partway there and then suggests we ask for further directions once we get to the crossroads. Of 
course we get lost. This time we have Judith who clearly understood the directions, so this time 
we know it’s the problem of being given confusing and vague directions. Lovely men, lovely 
Puerto Ricans, but they can’t give directions to save their lives . . . or ours. But people obviously 
get where they need to go so perhaps it’s us who haven’t the cultural skills to decipher their 
directions.  
We keep heading up hill and eventually run into the driveway of a big yellow house. We 
park and get out and are met by an older couple who peer curiously at us. The woman has a 
hairbrush in her hand but she doesn’t look annoyed at our intrusion. Judith takes the lead, 
explaining who we are and that we’re looking for Sr. Diaz. They know him. He’s a very old man, 
beginning to lose his faculties the woman tells us. She too gives us partial directions and then 
suggests we ask once we get to a milestone. 
Judith doesn’t miss a beat when she responds, “Las vacas no hablan mucho.” 
The couple and I laugh, and when I translate for MB, “She said, ‘the cows don’t talk 
much,’” MB laughs as well. But the woman insists that there are people around and that they 
will help us find our way. We thank them and leave, driving a bit further before I suggest we give 
up for the day. It’s getting late and I don’t want to be navigating those treacherous roads back to 
                                                 
52 We’re from New York, visiting and looking for people by the name of Rodriguez, my mother’s family. 
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San Juan in the dark again. Giving up for the day means giving up for good – or for this trip at 
least. We promised Judith we would visit El Junque, the tropical rain forest, while we’re here, 
and then the two of us need to prepare for our conference presentation. We’re presenting on a 
panel titled “Family in/as Fieldwork: Challenges and Possibilities of Researching (with) One's 
Own Family.” So for now I leave my family fieldwork – or the intentional exploration of our 
heritage. As I’ll discuss in the conference presentation, for me, family fieldwork has no beginning 
and no end, it’s synonymous with everyday life. 
In the Car with Youngest Brother 
It’s 4th of July and I’m in the car with YB. We’re headed to MB’s house in a suburb of 
Buffalo, NY to celebrate the holiday. We’re doing our regular kidding and teasing “brother/sister 
thing” when he says suddenly, “I need to tell you something. Something happened the other day 
that made me think of you and made me realize I’m a racist.”  
“Tell me,” I say. 
My brother lives in what I jokingly refer to as a “one percenter neighborhood.” On his 
salary as a state employee and his wife’s as a nurse they were able to buy a relatively modest, 
but still very nice house, in a neighborhood of successful doctors and lawyers, and captains of 
industry. Most of the homes are mansions sitting on sprawling acreage. His is a nice sized ranch 
house with a small front and back yard in comparison to his neighbors.  
YB tells his story: “I was looking out the living room window and saw two Black women 
walking on the road, and the first thing I thought was, ‘What are they doing here?’ It felt so out 
of place to see them, and to be honest it made me uncomfortable. And in the next minute I 
thought, ‘Boy you really are a racist.’ It’s you and your liberal crap,” he said looking at me and 
laughing. “You’ve ruined me. I’m getting to be liberal.” 
“Wow, that’s powerful” I said, not sure how else to respond. 
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He went on quickly, “Later that day I was standing on the front lawn talking to Dr. 
Klavan (his neighbor) and I asked him, ‘Did you see those women walking in the neighborhood 
this afternoon?’ He knew right away who I was talking about. He’d seen them too and had the 
same reaction I had. I told him, 'Well you know, as soon as the Puerto Ricans move in the Blacks 
can’t be far behind.'” 
“What did he say to that?” I asked. 
“He laughed and said, ‘Yeah, but it started with the Estonians invading the 
neighborhood.’” 
“Is he from Estonia?” 
“No, he was born here but his heritage is Estonian.” 
“He was trying to connect with you, because he likes you. He was placing himself, with 
you, in the category of a member of an unwanted group.” 
“Yeah. Well I just wanted you to know that now you’ve ruined me,” he said smiling. 
“Cause it’s your fault that now I know I’m a racist.” 
We talked a little bit more about it. I think I said something pedantic like – ‘to the extent 
we have racial privilege we can all be racist.’ And I admitted I thought I’d have a similar reaction 
in that situation, and that’s what I’m trying to explore, and change as I can, through my 
research. And I wondered aloud what Dr. Klavan’s reaction would be if one of the Black women 
bought a home in the neighborhood. Or for that matter, what YB’s reaction would be.  
He just said, “Yeah,” and was silent after that until we moved on to another subject, 
going back to our regular kidding and teasing brother/sister thing.  
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CHAPTER 5  
“MISSING SOMEONE I HAD NEVER MET” 
“To write about family is to plagiarize life. I believe it can be done with grace. I believe, in my 
case, it has been the right thing to do. But it is still stealing.” (Sellers, 2013) 
Introduction 
My mother’s oldest brother was born Manuel Jr. on April 14, 1931, in New York City, to 
Manuel de los Santos and Venancia Conty. Nicknamed Sonny by his family, as a young man he 
changed his name to Mark. He joined the Navy in 1949 where he served as a signal man on an 
aircraft carrier. After discharge he utilized the GI bill to earn a degree from Woodbury Business 
College, in Burbank, California. He married his college girlfriend, a white woman, on August 11, 
1956, in Los Angeles, California. Together they had a son and two daughters. In 1960 he moved 
his family to Puerto Rico to start an import/export construction equipment business.  He died on 
August 19, 1970, in San Juan, Puerto Rico, at the age of 39. Two years later mother and children 
moved back to the States. 
 “Fairer Latinos have different experiences and face different choices, just as Latinos with 
Anglo surnames generally have more choice than people with Spanish surnames.” 
(Johnson, 1999, p. 158) 
 
Ellen – [whispering to Mom] Ellos creen que son Italiano53 
Mom – ¿Como?54 
Ellen – [clearly and slowly] Ellos creen que son Italiano. 
Mom – ¿Quien te dijo eso?55 
                                                 
53 They think they’re Italian 
 
54 What? 
 
55 Who told you that? 
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Sister-in-law – [whispering and looking seriously at Ellen] I know, I know, I know, I know, I know. 
Ellen – [unintelligible whispering] 
Mom – Huh? 
Ellen - [laughs softly] 
__________ 
When mom tells me that my cousin Patty56 has gotten in touch with her and wants to 
visit, I’m surprised. It’s been, what, forty five years? Patty was about two years old when my 
mother’s brother Mark and his family last visited us in my childhood home in upstate New York. 
We have a photo of the two families posing outside of my house. It’s summer and we’re in the 
front yard: My mom, 30 years old, brown hair and eyes, slim and beautiful, is holding Patty, the 
youngest of my uncle’s three children. My dad must have taken the picture, because he’s 
missing. We think it’s the summer of 1968, so, I’m twelve years old, wearing shorts and a T-shirt 
with my aunt’s mink stole wrapped around my shoulders – vamping for the camera. Middle 
Brother is eleven and Youngest Brother five. My uncle Mark and his Anglo wife, also in their 30s, 
both tall and slim are smiling for the camera. Their kids, a boy and two girls, are about 9, 8 and 2 
respectively.  My brothers and I have not seen them since that visit. My middle brother [MB] 
and I remember that visit and MB is even in occasional FaceBook contact with Patty’s older 
brother. My youngest brother [YB] doesn’t remember them at all. 
 This is the picture I conjure in my mind when I learn that our cousin Patty and her 
husband are coming to Western New York from California to bring their son to begin his 
freshman year at a nearby university. She wants to meet us. I’m spending the summer in the 
house my mother and I own in Western New York. During the school year I live and work in 
Massachusetts, a seven hour drive away, as I pursue a PhD in Communication.  YB lives close by -
                                                 
In this chapter all names of living persons, except my own, have been changed. 
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- Mom wanted to live close to her youngest grandchild, and MB lives in a town about 45 minutes 
away, but comes to visit regularly. YB has the biggest house so he offers to host Patty and her 
husband Bob for the two days they will be in the area. YB has been off work all summer 
recuperating from a serious case of Legionnaire’s Disease, so Mom and I will try to ease the 
burden of the visit on him. MB will drive over the day they arrive and spend some time with us 
before he has to work the night shift at the factory. It will be a family reunion of sorts. My cousin 
wants to hear stories about her father – mom’s oldest brother – who died unexpectedly about 
two years after the photo was taken; when he was 39 and Patty was four years old.  
 On the day they arrive, we sit talking around YB’s dining room table: Me, mom, MB and 
his wife, YB and his wife, Patty, and Bob, who we learn is her second husband. YB’s ten year old 
daughter drifts in and out of the room. We’re all family but some of us are strangers. We do 
cursory introductions. It’s early afternoon on a sunny day in August. On the table there’s stuffed 
mushrooms, guacamole, pico de gallo, crackers, olives, cheese, chips, soda and wine. We all eat 
and drink, look at old family photos mom and I brought. We talk, and MB pulls out the digital 
recorder he always carries with him, to record the conversation for posterity. But something 
feels off. It takes a while before we all realize, before it’s acknowledged, that my Cousin thinks 
we are Italian. She grew up believing that she is half Italian. 
 The story that follows is a montage: excerpts from that talk and subsequent talks I had 
with my mother and brothers, interspersed with historical data, genealogical information, and 
literary references. The few subsequent comments, made while the speaker was reading the 
original transcript, and the interspersed historical and genealogical information are italicized. 
We have agreed that living members of my family will be identified by their roles in relation to 
me (Mom, MB, Sister-in-law, etc.) or by a pseudonym, to try to provide the participants with a 
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modicum of privacy57. People who have passed on – my uncle, grandfather, etc. -- maintain their 
given names. Excerpts from the original transcript of the talk with my cousin are not in 
chronological order58. The transcript has been arranged and rearranged– to tell a particular 
story. 
Part 1 – When He Would Tell the Story He Would Cry 
Sister-in-law – Um, Ellen is doing her dissertation . . .  
Ellen – I’m studying our family – my mom and my brothers and me. And looking at cultural 
assimilation. And, just that process and putting it in the context of the history. 
__________ 
Bob – So, what is your doctorate gonna be in? 
Ellen – In Communication. And I’m getting a certificate in Latin American Studies. And my study 
is about my own family and our process of assimilation into United States Anglo culture, from, 
you know, all my relatives are Puerto Rican, both sides, 
Bob – Wow. 
Ellen – So looking at that. Looking at the discourses that create those different identities.  
Bob – Um hm.  
Ellen – And then within the bigger, the historical um view of you know how Puerto Rico was 
taken by the United States, and the Spanish American War. All those things. And then what 
Puerto Rican identity meant as people started to migrate to the mainland. You know. [quickly] 
                                                 
57 I realize that this doesn’t guarantee anyone anonymity. But my co-participants and I have agreed that this 
is an important story to tell within the scope of this study, that omitting/changing names is a gesture of 
respect for the people involved in the events depicted here, and that the circumstances of our family (see 
the Epilogue for this chapter for more on this) do not lend themselves to giving everyone the power to 
decide whether or how the story should be told. See Joy Castro’s Family Trouble: Memoirists on the 
Hazards and Rewards of Revealing Family, for a rich and varied discussion on this subject. 
 
58 Lines separating blocks of text indicate that the following block of dialogue is not contiguous with the 
preceding. 
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How it was racialized. All those different things. I’m looking at that, how that sort of plays out in 
our family. 
Cousin Patty – Mmm. 
__________ 
Mom – [looking at a photo of her father, my maternal grandfather] Yeah. He was like five nine. 
When he was living in Puerto Rico, you folks were in Puerto Rico. That was after my brother 
[Patty’s father] died. And you [Patty] you ran after – you were going to the movies with your 
family. And you were a little toddler. And he was going to the movies with his then wife. She’s 
dead also. And you saw him. And you ran to him. [little kid voice] “Grandpa, grandpa, grandpa!”  
Mom - He never forgot that. And he would tell the story over and over again. 
Patty and Bob – [sadly] Ohhhh.  
Mom – Cause there were some hard feelings. There was an estrangement. So he wanted to be 
close to his grandkids but it didn’t happen. But you ran after him, 
Patty – [sadly] Ohhh. 
Mom – and when he would tell the story he would cry. 
Part 2 – We Thought They Came From Italy 
Patty – I never knew that grandpa and grandma lived in Puerto Rico!  
Ellen – Born.  
Patty – I never knew that! 
Ellen – Yeah. 
Mom – You didn’t know they were Puerto Rican?  
Patty – [each word slow and distinct] I. Did. Not. Know. That. I did not know, I thought that dad 
just chose Puerto Rico, oh 
Bob – [interrupting] We thought they came out of, came from Italy. 
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Sister-in-law – [shocked voice] No! 
Bob – We thought that they came from, what was it called? 
Patty – Rapallo? 
Bob –Rapallo, Italy to America. 
Patty- Yeah. 
Bob – So, all right, so where did your [Mom’s] parents come from then? From Puerto Rico. 
Mom – [confirming] Um hm.  
 “After the 1920s Puerto Ricans began to migrate in larger numbers to the new mainland 
. . . in spite of being American citizens and having these new means to survive, the 
processes of arrival and getting settled were not easy at all” (Denis-Rosario, 2012, p. 47).  
 
Bob – From Puerto Rico, to New York. 
July 1926 -  Manuel Conty, 18 years old, migrates from Aguadilla, P.R. to New York 
June 4, 1928 -  Venancia, 20 years old, migrates from San Lorenzo, P.R. to New York on 
the ship “Porto Rico” with her older brother Pedro  
 
Mom – They met in New York and married in New York. 
Bob – And then went back to Puerto Rico for a little while. 
Mom – [confirming] For a little while.  
Bob – And . . . then back to New York? 
Mom – Back to New York. Yeah. 
Bob – Interesting. 
Patty – So, nothing about Rapallo, Italy? 
Mom – [trying to keep her voice neutral] I don’t even know where Rapallo is. 
Patty – I was, ok so I was under the impression that, the history was Rapallo, Italy, near France, 
Italy France border, in exile into France [slows down] there was a French Italian heritage. 
Part 3 – None of the Kids Wanted to Learn to Make the Wine 
MB – You got any of mine [wine] left YB? No? 
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YB – All right we’re moving into phase two. Does anybody else want wine? [laughter and 
comments] 
Bob – What was the one that you were talking about that you had that? 
YB – Oh you want some of my homemade wine? 
Bob – Yeah!  
YB –A rocky road brother! 
Bob – That’s all right! [Unintelligible] 
YB – There’s a family restaurant in Niagara Falls, the Como restaurant, named after 
[unintelligible] Como 
Bob – Ok. 
YB – And it’s been here since the 1900s and the Antonocci family owned it. My best friend lived 
across the street from the woman who makes the sauce at the Como. She gets up 3 o’clock in 
the morning. 
Bob – Wow! 
YB – Her husband who passed away a couple years ago told my buddy Joe, he says [mimicking 
an Italian accent] Joe, come ona over – [his normal voice] cause [unintelligible] 
Bob – Right. 
YB – [back to Italian accent] “I’m a gonna teacha you how to maka the wine.” [regular voice] But 
it’s a big secret. So Joe calls me,  
Sister-in-law – [laughs] 
YB – I show up. 
Sister-in-law – Of course. 
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YB – and [the wine-maker] goes [loudly in Italian accent] “What the hella is thisama?! Getta the 
hell outa my house!” [laughter] [regular voice] And I said, “But I’m Joe’s friend and I’m the labor. 
Cause Joe’s got a bad back and everything,” 
Bob – Yeah. 
YB – And the guy was great. He taught us how to make . . . just a, it’s a table red. 
Bob – Yeah. 
YB – But it’s 19%. 
Sister-in-law – Cause none of his kids wanted to learn how to make the wine. 
YB – How would they not want to know? 
Sister-in-law – I know, I know. 
Part 4 – We’re Puerto Rican? 
Patty – And so what part of Italy does the Italian heritage come in? 
Mom – We don’t have an Italian heritage. 
Ellen – We’re Puerto Rican. 
Mom – 100% 
Ellen – and then Spain, and Spain.  
__________ 
Bob – Well you kept saying she was Puerto Rican and that’s kinda been a joke. 
Patty – Yeah. 
Bob – We’ve said, “oh well yeah Patty’s Puerto Rican, she’s” 
Patty – “Just because I’m born in Puerto Rico doesn’t mean I’m Puerto Rican. I’m Italian.” 
Mom – [Quietly, with skepticism] Oookay.  
 152 
Bob – [quickly] No that’s what we thought. [Middle Brother laughs] So, all right [people laugh] 
so tell us then. So, ok so on, on ah, on your side of the family, your mom and dad, your mom 
was from where? 
Mom – Caguas. [spelling] C-A-G-U-A-S. 
Caguas (Spanish pronunciation: [ˈkaɣwas]), founded in 1775, is a city 
and municipality of Puerto Rico located in the Central Mountain Range of Puerto Rico 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caguas,_Puerto_Rico) 
 
Bob – In Puerto Rico. 
Mom – Um hm. 
Bob – And where were her relatives from? 
Mom – Ah Caguas. 
Bob – Always Puerto Rico? 
Mom – San Lorenzo. And so, yeah. 
Ellen – And back to Spain, one line I found back to Spain.  
Part 5 – Preach it Sister! 
Patty – I’m looking for Italy here. [chuckles] 
Bob – So why would they say, why would they say um, well two things. One, um why would 
they, why would this story come down that it was Italian?  
[pause] 
Mom – I think my brother had business friends who were Italian in Puerto Rico. And I think it’s 
MB – Sonny? 
Mom – Yeah, Sonny. And I think for business purposes he may have . . . conjured up something 
like that.  
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Sister-in-law – To, to be Puerto Rican in the area that you were growing up, or in the times that 
you were growing up, um, a lot of times they would try to marry up? That you should marry, 
and, someone who was not Puerto Rican, some Anglo, so it was almost like you tried to 
Mom – Socially acceptable. 
Sister-in-law – yeah, socially acceptable 
 “This process of ‘marrying up,’ or intermixing with someone of a lighter skin color, has 
been termed adelantando o mejorando la raza, or ‘whitening or improving the race’” 
(Lopez, 2008) 
 
Ellen – That’s what I’m studying, is, the way that Puerto Ricans have been viewed in this country, 
historically, right? And Puerto Ricans are a mixture – and it’s different depending on lineage 
right? – but of African slaves, Taino Indians who were there 
Bob – The natives 
Ellen – and Spaniards. Right.  
MB – Portuguese  
Ellen – So Puerto Ricans have been viewed – you may know some of this right? But this is sort of 
my stuff 
Patty – Um no, no 
Bob – Yeah, preach it sister! 
Patty – talk on! [chuckles] 
Ellen – so have been racialized right? And we have racial – we were talking about it right? 
Bob – Yeah. 
Ellen – We have, African Americans etc. But there’s a hierarchy of race historically. 
 “To be racialized is to have one’s physical, economic, social, and political mobility 
curtailed and policed. To be racialized is to be denied entry into the mainstream of 
power and privilege” (Sanchez Korrol, 1983, p. 166). 
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Ellen – How does that, in my own family, how does that play out? How does it feel right? To be 
looked on in different contexts, and in different ways as less than? Right? 
[YB talking in the background] As a family of Puerto Rican descent how do we cope with that? 
How do we talk about it? So, so my, what I feel like is happening in my family, and this is from 
my view and I’m trying to get the people I have a chance to talk to, in my family, what they 
think, is that our trajectory has been to try to assimilate to white Anglo norms, culture, values. 
Cause you try to fit in. You try to get a good job. You try to be seen as someone who, who 
contributes rather than someone who’s on welfare, you know like all those stereotypes right? 
So, so we don’t know like exactly, [lowers voice] I didn’t know that you thought you were of 
Italian descent, right?  
Patty – Um hm. 
Ellen – So this is something, we’re all learning today. 
Patty – I’m Puerto Rican then? 
Ellen – As far as we know, yes.  
Part 6 – He Probably Tried to Americanize 
Bob – We would say she’s [Patty] Puerto Rican. We would kind of tease her, and say yeah you’re 
Puerto Rican cause you’re born in Puerto Rico. Like if I was born in Puerto Rico, like I’m not 
Puerto Rican 
Sister-in-law – Right, right. 
Bob – You know, I mean I have a Puerto Rican birth certificate but 
Sister-in-law – That would be like Maggie [her daughter], you know, yeah.  
Bob – Yeah. 
__________ 
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Ellen – And how he, what he, Sonny, needed to say and do in order to, you know, to progress 
right?  
Patty – Um hm.  
Ellen – In order to be successful. In order to have his business associates see him as equals. We 
would just have to guess about that. 
 “. . . The Puerto Rican case . . . demonstrates that fully ‘equal citizenship’ remains largely 
unattainable for groups that are ethnically or racially marked within the majority 
society” (Thomas, 2010, p. 25). 
 
Bob – Maybe that’s why, maybe that’s why he changed the spelling to Manuel. 
Ellen – Maybe that’s it. 
Bob – Because we see the spelling of Manuel as [spelling] M-A-N-W-E L-L. 
Patty – Yeah, always, always Manwell, [spelling] M-A-N-W-E-L-L .  
Ellen – Oh I’ve never seen that. 
Patty – No I never have. I thought it was a misspelling. I was like “Really?” But that was the way 
he spelled Manuel. 
Ellen – Yeah. 
Sister-in-law – He probably tried to Americanize.  
__________ 
Mom – I remember it was for business purposes, because when my father first went to Puerto 
Rico, after my parents were divorced and he met up with Mark, Mark took him around to some 
of the social um clubs and he met some of his friends. 
Sister-in-law – Um hm. 
Mom – And um, Mark told my father that he was telling them [lowers voice] he was Italian. 
Ellen – Oh! [softly] I never knew that. 
 156 
Mom – So my father was, beside himself. “Why are you denying your race?” And you know, “İYo 
so franco!” I am an honest man!”  
Part 7– I Want You to Put Down That You’re Hispanic 
Patty – So all these years, ALL these years, 
Mom – I’m sorry. 
Patty – I had thought I was Italian. And I’m thinking that I loved that you were beautiful Italian 
people [laughs]. My Italian relatives. [laughs] We told the pastors at church today who are 
Italian, “Oh we’re going to go see our relatives in Erie [unintelligible].”  
__________ 
Sister-in-law – The good thing is your [Patty’s] son is now a minority [laughs, laughter. Various 
joking remarks] 
Bob – Well you know when he, when Steven [Patty’s son] applied for college I said your birth 
certificate you’re 
Sister-in-law – Puerto Rican. 
Bob – Puerto Rican. And so I said you know what I said, “Steven on every single paper you ever 
fill out for school I want you to put down that you’re Hispanic.” 
__________ 
Sister-in-law – Yeah. 
Bob – I said, “you know if anyone questions we say well here’s your mom’s birth certificate. It’s 
done.” And ah, well I don’t think it really helped anything but  . . . 
__________ 
“Why I continued to identify as Mexican American for purposes of standardized testing, I cannot 
explain . . . One of my father’s African American friends who occasionally referred to me as 
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“Mex” encouraged me to identify myself as a Mexican American for college admissions 
purposes” (Johnson, 1999, p. 90). 
__________ 
Patty – To be at this point, at 47 years of age, and realize that . . . I didn’t know a huge part of 
my heritage, my lineage and . . . you know it makes me want to call my brother and ask him. Did 
he know this as well? 
Ellen – Mmmm. 
Patty – I’ve never heard him say that he’s Puerto Rican. [guffaws] I’ve always heard him refer to 
himself as of Italian heritage. 
“Spanish origins conferred greater social status, both in and outside the colonia, and it 
was a common practice for Puerto Ricans to ‘pass’ as Spanish when they could” 
(Thomas, 2010, p. 27). 
 
Part 8- Missing Someone I Had Never Met 
Patty – [looking at family photos] I love some of these. Some of them. All of them. Aww they’re 
just beautiful. Just beautiful. What a wonderful memory. I remember hearing a line in a movie. It 
seems to encapsulate how I felt, um, “missing someone I had never met” is really how I feel. 
Because I was so young [when her father died] you know? 
Sister-in-law – Yeah. 
Patty – And I feel like I have some memories. I think, but it’s hard for me to know if they’re true 
memories, if they’re stories, and I have some pictures. It’s very cloudy. I was four. And you 
know, I have some memories of sitting and waiting for him to come home from work. And 
different things of that sort but you know it’s very, very foggy and so, seeing all this, hearing all 
these stories, and having you welcome us into your home so much, is such a highlight. It’s so 
beautiful. 
Mom – I’m sorry we gave you a shock. [chuckles ruefully] 
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Patty – Oh no! I mean I’m just glad to know more. That’s just what I want, to know more. And 
ah, my mom’s real quiet. She doesn’t talk much about – if I have a question I can go to her and 
she’ll tell me but she won’t volunteer information. And I think that she has grieved for so many 
years. She went through a very long depression after my dad died.  
__________ 
Patty – He [her father] went down there [Puerto Rico] in the 50s to start this organization 
because there was 10 years of tax free business. 
 “Few people . . . knew of my Mexican American back-ground, and with a presumably 
transparent racial identity, I was treated as white” (Johnson, 1999, p. 118). 
 
Bob – Which actually ended up never ending [chuckles] there’s still tax free business. 
Mom – Yeah. 
Patty – It was ah, by Governor Muñoz in Puerto Rico. It was a program called Pull Em Up By Your  
Bootstraps.  
Mom – Bootstraps program, yeah. 
__________ 
Ellen – [to Patty] But I was thinking I wonder if your mom might be ready at some point, [lowers 
voice] to talk a little more. 
Bob – I doubt it. I really doubt it.  
Ellen – Mm hmm. 
Patty – I doubt it. 
Ellen - And you don’t want to force right? 
Patty – Yeah. 
Bob – I mean she’s, she ah 
Patty – She’s a wonderful story-teller.  
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Bob – Yeah, oh I was thinking as you were saying all this I was thinking, it wouldn’t be worth 
telling her cause she, either’d be very angry about it, or she would, she would deny it, or she 
would say that  
Ellen – I mean I feel like we’ve [my family] gotten closer  
Patty – Um hm. 
Ellen - as a result of this process. 
Bob – Oh I bet. Sure. 
Patty – Oh yeah. 
Bob – Well you know, it 
Ellen – You know we’ve learned things about how difficult it was for Manuel and  
Bob – Oh yeah, I bet. 
Part 9 – We Could Have Been Friends 
Ellen – But he [my dad] went out to work with, for your [Patty’s] dad. 
Patty – Oh! 
Mom – Yeah. [unintelligible] 
Patty – Really?! 
Mom – Yeah. [to Patty] Your dad came – we were living in ah, Newburgh. And he stayed; he 
came on a shopping trip for appliances. He had partners at the time. And ah, he met my 
husband, spoke to him and said, “I want you to come to Puerto Rico and work for me. You can 
be my eyes and ears.” Cause he was having some difficulty with those partners. And they ended 
up cheating him anyway. And ah, at the time my husband was working in the family business, 
which was a bar and restaurant. His father really owned it but it was in my husband’s name. And 
he went out. And I, I was thrilled, you know. Puerto Rico, oh yeah ok! Um, but he couldn’t get 
along with your dad. 
 160 
Bob – Oh. 
Patty – Really? 
Mom – My husband was not used to taking orders from anyone. 
Bob – Oh well, [chuckles] that’s gonna make life difficult.  
Ellen – Yeah. 
Patty – [chuckles] 
Mom – Well he always worked for the family business. Before that it was a little mini-market 
and  
Bob – So he was used to having his own business. 
Mom – Well, 
Sister-in-law – Being his own boss. 
Mom – Yeah. 
Bob – Yeah. 
YB – None of us take orders very well [laughter] It’s a Correa trait. 
Mom – And um, I had given up the apartment. I had sold all my furniture. We were packed. In a 
week we were going to join. And ah, he came, he showed up one night. And he said, “I can’t 
take it anymore.” And he spoke to your mom about that and she was very good about listening 
to him and counseling him, um, she didn’t tell him one way or another what to do. She just 
listened and she said you know, “You have to do what you think is right for you.” I was very 
disappointed that he had done that. Because I know um, Gil didn’t graduate from high school. 
So he had no education and no business background. And even though he worked in the family 
business, and it was very difficult for him to be what my brother wanted him to be. So I said, “I’ll 
go out there and I won’t take a salary. I’ll do the paperwork for you. You just take care of the 
front of the store.” But 
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Ellen – Selling right? 
Mom – Yeah. 
Ellen – He was a good salesman. 
Mom – Yeah he could sell. 
Sister-in-law – Yeah he was. 
Mom – And ah, it did, it just didn’t work out. So he came back.  
Ellen – But if he had stayed and if your [Patty’s] dad hadn’t of died, we might have grown up 
together. 
Patty – Oh my goodness. [several unintelligible comments] 
Ellen – I just thought of that now. We would have been friends, and really known each other and 
Patty – Yeah. 
Ellen – all of us right? We would have all spoken Spanish. 
Bob – Not too late.  
“The people of mixed background I knew growing up ignored or denied their family’s 
past. They considered their Mexican ancestry an impediment to the persona they need to 
live in a white suburb. Just as one can voluntarily adopt a racial identity one can deny 
one’s background” (Johnson, 1999, p. 88) 
 
Part 10 – A Whole Different World 
Patty – Um hm. Well I remember anyone that I’ve ever met, that knew my dad – my uncles on 
my mom’s side, you know, whenever they’d go to Minnesota, you know, or anyone that I’ve 
ever met that has known my dad have always said that he was so easy-going, could get along 
with anybody. Was able to um just jump in and try things that he’d never done before, and 
actually do pretty well at them. And um, a wonderful way about him. Really knew a little bit 
about a lot of different things.   
Mom – He had wonderful business acumen but he had a temper. You didn’t know that.  
Patty – No I didn’t know that. 
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Ellen – They [Mom’s brothers] were very different weren’t they? 
Mom – Very different. Ah, Mike was always hanging around with the black sheep of the group. 
Ah, he was for the underdog. Mark was very socially conscious. And he would have friends who 
thought like he did or aspired higher. And, he would tell Mike, you know, “You can’t hang 
around with that guy. It’s a reflection on the family. And it’s not good and blah, blah, blah.” And 
Mike would say, “You’re a snob.” You know, “Who do you think you are? You’re not better.” 
They were 17 and 16.  
__________ 
Patty – I remember when my mom reflects on her time meeting your [Mom’s] mom, meeting 
Venancia. She said that she had an image in her mind of what she would be like, based on, you 
know, what Mark had said, and he always would refer to his mom as “poor old mom.” “Poor old 
mom working so hard. Poor old mom.” So my mom was envisioning this little, Italian, a small 
Italian old woman. And my mom said she met her and she was this [whispering] lovely, 
gorgeous, beautiful, beautiful woman. And just feminine lady-like and my mom said, “poor old 
mom!” She was a beautiful, very ladylike beautiful woman!” [laughs] 
__________ 
Mom – Yeah, we lived in the ghetto. Your mother came to see us when ah, the honeymoon, 
during the honeymoon. And he wanted to show her his background, where he came from. 
Patty – Mm hm. 
Mom – And it was a very poor, Puerto Rican neighborhood. Very few Whites, very few. All the 
rest were Puerto Rican, and um, she, you know she didn’t say anything, she wasn’t belittling in 
any way. She was just very nice. 
Ellen – It was probably a whole different world for her. 
Patty – But she came from a very poor background.   
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Epilogue 
“Was it fair, this glimpse into their family’s past through someone else’s subjective mind? Sadly, 
I don’t have an answer, just the impulse to write it down.” (González, 2013, p. 56) 
These events took place in August 2013. Now, almost two and a half years later, we 
have no contact with my cousin Patty.  
Early morning, two days after they had arrived, Patty and Bob drove back to the 
university to say goodbye to their son, before flying back to their home in California. It’s mid-
morning when YB shows up at Mom’s and my door. He never just drops in on us, but something 
big had happened to/been revealed about our family and he needed to process. MB was already 
here to pick up Mom and take her to a doctor’s appointment. We didn’t plan it, but the four of 
us end up spending the day together. YB and I settle in to talk in the living room while Mom and 
MB are at the doctor’s. When they return a few hours later, with bags of Puerto Rican take-out 
food, the four of us sit at the kitchen table and resume what turns out to be a marathon debrief 
of the visit. As I review over 100 pages of transcript that emerged from the recording of that 
day’s talk, it’s clear we’ve all forgotten about the recorder. We’re relating to each other in the 
ways we normally do; but it’s the subject that’s new.  
All I can think now is how partial this all is. Not just because we tell it from only our own 
perspectives, but because there are stories that we have decided not to reveal here. There are 
family secrets that might further illuminate the story of racial passing, but which we – Mom, 
MB, YB, and me – believe would be harmful to reveal. But I hope what follows gives an idea of 
how we made sense of this experience; how we explored and performed our own versions of 
cultural assimilation in the aftermath of learning that a wing of our family accomplished the 
ultimate form of assimilation – passing fully into whiteness. In these captured moments, we 
struggle to understand Uncle Mark’s experience of passing as White and the effect on his 
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youngest child; we compare our own experiences and performances of cultural/racial identity; 
we revisit old family stories and talk about deep rooted experiences, feelings, and beliefs we’ve 
never shared with each other before. In the pastiche below we are by turns judgmental, 
analytical, and reflexive. Sometimes our exploration of assimilation is conscious and sometimes 
our performances of identity must speak for themselves. And by this I do not mean that they tell 
the same story to all readers. There is no “same story.” There is no correct interpretation.  
I hope this study will show that although assimilation is influenced by and influences 
larger social narratives and is seldom (never?) innocent or neutral or apolitical, the ways it is 
lived and conceived of are also individual and unique to each person, and like all things human, 
cannot be neatly categorized or analyzed once and for all and for all people. That said, what 
follows is an example of an attempt to understand the meanings surrounding the uncovering of 
a dramatic family secret, and how that secret might tell us more about who we are in relation to 
others. 
We’re Family 
Ellen – It was like they wanted, immediately, to have this strong relationship [with us] right? And 
they shared, stuff, she shared about losing the baby, and you know, there was something about 
her, that my heart went out to her right?  
YB – She wants the truth! 
Ellen – Well she wants family. She doesn’t have anything on her father’s side of the family. 
YB – Cause it’s all built on shit! She’s probably not close to [her siblings]. 
Ellen – She said she wasn’t to [her brother]. But Michelle [her sister] she sees. They don’t live 
that far away. About an hour away. 
YB – Yeah but I don’t think they’re close.  
Ellen – Yeah. 
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YB – Those people never came up. What came up was what’s important in their lives. You know? 
__________ 
Ellen – So, how did it play out?59 She, [Patty] brought it up this morning? 
YB – They were getting ready to leave, and I was gonna ask, [YB’s wife] and I about . . . 
Matthew? 
Ellen – Steven. 
YB – Steven. How am I gonna play Steven you know? And I think [YB’s wife] . . . broached the 
subject, right? Yeah she was at the back of the car getting ready to go around, she [Patty] said, 
“Just play it saying that he’s still Italian and we’ll leave it at that until I get a chance to, you 
know, figure things out.” I said, “You know, do whatever you want. That’s fine.” [to Ellen] I don’t 
know how the hell we’re gonna do that. 
E-mail from MB to Ellen: 
“I can’t accept that to do nothing is the best decision to make, or just let his parents 
allow him to live a lie.” 
 
Ellen – . . . But that she [Patty] said to you, “When you talk to him, [her son] he’s Italian.” That 
means you’re Italian. I mean it may not come up. How many times do you have lunch with 
somebody, you know? But of course it may. If he’s interested in his family history . . .  
YB – I’m just gonna say, “talk to your mom about that.” You know. That’s all I’m gonna say. That 
I’m just here to make a connection; talk to you about school. I think I can, for a kid, I don’t care 
how smart he is, I can drive and control the ah . . .  
Ellen – conversation. 
YB – Not say, “Hey I’m your Puerto Rican cousin!” You know, that type thing. 
                                                 
59 Before the revelation about Patty’s cultural heritage was revealed, both parents had confessed their 
unease at leaving their only child at a college across the country. YB had immediately offered to introduce 
himself to Steven and offer himself as a local resource. He would befriend the young man and urge him to 
call if/when he ever needed anything. Patty and Bob expressed relief and appreciation for the offer. We all 
soon realized that once he met my brother Steven would learn about his heritage in much the same way that 
Patty did, unless he was told about it beforehand. This is the “it” I refer to in my question to YB.  
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Ellen – “İHola, mijo!” [laughs loudly] 
YB – “I’ve got some frijoles ???!” 
Ellen – [still laughing] But I was thinking, he won’t come, but I was thinking if he came for 
Thanksgiving, you know, we make the pasteles. 
YB – I’m not, I’m not gonna invite him. I’m not gonna, I’m not gonna extend that at all. 
Ellen – I think you’re wise.  
__________ 
Ellen – You know what? There’s many ways this thing could play out in our family,  
YB – Oh yeah. 
Ellen - and one is, it could go away. 
YB – The mother  
Ellen – She [Patty] could not tell anybody. And she could just decide, “I want to live this fantasy 
life of mine.” 
YB – Or she could get with the mother and say I want to know the truth. 
Ellen – Yup. 
YB – “You’re [Patty’s mother] gonna die, I’ll deal with it. You only got a few more years left on 
this earth.” There’s a lot of – you’re right – there’s a ton of ways this could play out. 
Ellen – Yep. 
YB – I don’t see a whole lot of em [guffaws] going our way. I think. 
Ellen – What investment do we have though? 
YB – Ah ah but you, you’re, that’s not what I’m talkin about. 
Ellen – Um hm. 
YB – I don’t care. All I’m saying is I don’t see it going our way. We’re [coughs] gonna be the ones 
Ellen – the bad guys, no matter what? 
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YB – that broke the castle. All I’m saying, [speaking hypothetically to Patty and her family] “You 
can believe that, but you came to us. We didn’t come to you saying hey your lives are a lie.” But 
most people will blame somebody else other than themselves. And I think, you know 
Ellen – Yeah. 
YB – that’s what, and I don’t think um what’s her name [Patty] is gonna do that. 
Ellen – Because she likes us. 
YB – Well, and because she’s getting the truth 
Ellen – Yeah. 
YB – from us. But it may cause her to have to choose between family. It depends on what 
Michelle [Patty’s sister] does and what [Patty’s brother] does. You know what I mean? 
Ellen – If she even tells them. 
YB – Oh, please!  
Ellen – You think she will? 
YB – Absolutely. Absolutely. She’s gonna go back and she’s gonna say, “Do you know we’re 
Puerto Rican?” [pause] [bitter laugh]  
Ellen – Yeah. 
__________ 
Mom – Well, I think what will happen is that they’ll [pause, sigh] they’ll stay in touch with us but 
not . . .  
MB – intimately 
M – Mm mm. Exactly. 
MB – Mm hm. 
M – And they’ll do it because of YB being able to have a relationship with Steven [Patty’s son]. 
MB – Mm hm. 
M – In case Steven needs somebody. 
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YB – Right, cause he’s [Bob] 3,000 miles away. 
E – I think they also like us. 
MB – I hope so. 
E – Cause, what’s not to like? [grins] 
---------- 
M – And then why would she keep my father [Manuel] away from the children? That incident at 
the movie house? 
YB – Oh, that’s obvious. That happened after the [Uncle Mark’s] death? 
E – That’s the Italian thing. 
YB – That’s the Italian thing, and the whole lie, the perpetual lie. 
M – Right. 
E – Why would they think they were Italian when they had a Puerto Rican grandfather? 
---------- 
M – The other thing that I feel hurt about, and was greatly hurt at the time, was that he [her 
brother Mark] was supposed to pick us up the day after we had dinner at his house. And he was 
gonna take, Mark was gonna take us somewhere. And he was gonna be there at 12 o’clock and 
I’ll, we said goodbye, and I’ll see you at 12 o’clock. He never shows up. So we start calling. My 
father starts calling. “Mark? ¿Adonde esta?”60 He would only get the secretary. Leave a 
message. He left a message. He left, two messages and then I called the third time. And I said, 
¿Le dio el mensaje?” Did you give him the message? “Yes, I did I gave him the message.” And 
they were embarrassed about the whole thing. He  
E – Was this after they came to Miller Circle? 
M – Yeah. 
E – It was. 
                                                 
60 Where are you? 
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M – Yeah. And we treated them well with what we had [when they visited us at Miller Circle]. 
You know, we didn’t have shit. We didn’t have a pot to piss in. 
E – Especially if he [Mark] didn’t tell his kids he was Puerto Rican! How the hell do you stay 
friends, you know, close with your sister and your father. 
__________ 
YB – [talking hypothetically to Bob and Patty.] I’m not Italian. So I will honor your wishes and if 
your son [Steven] gets in trouble I’ll go save him or whatever the heck needs to happen. 
E – It doesn’t matter if you’re Italian or Puerto Rican, you could be saved. 
YB – Yeah, well he’s family. 
E – Yeah. [chuckles] 
YB – We’d do that for any family. 
E – Yeah. 
YB – We do that for non-family. 
E – Yeah.  
__________ 
M – That was a different time in their life, when Mark took my [his] father to the casino. 
YB – Before? Or after your visit? 
M – Ah, no. It had to be before . . . 
YB – [interrupting] so it was already an established estrangement or, or um 
MB – disagreement. 
YB – disagreement, is a better word, about it. And why are you shutting your family, because 
now your father is gonna take it personal. If I said, “dad, I’m changing my name from Correa to 
Smith. What?!” 
M – Well, yeah, my father was very hurt that he changed [his name] from Manuel to Mark. 
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E- to Mark. Yeah that would be like MB [who is named after his father] changing his name to 
Glenn. [laughs] 
M – Yeah. 
YB – So, all that was a continuation. He could have just said, I don’t like that you’re still using the 
name Mark. Why don’t you go back to Sonny or Manuel? You know? That’s my name. What am I 
not good enough? You know it could have been. 
M – I think that conversation may have taken place. Because my father and I talked about, 
before, “Mira se cre que es Americano. Se cambió el nombre61.” 
__________ 
Ellen – It will be interesting to see how it plays out. I mean one thing is we’ve never had a 
relationship with these people. So, if it goes south it won’t have a huge impact on our daily lives, 
right? 
YB – Yeah, we’re not missing anything we never had. 
They’re Different 
Ellen - . . . Of the three siblings on her [Mom’s] side, Uncle Mark, obviously, disconnected from 
being Puerto Rican the most right? He passed! I mean, you’ve heard of that? How Black people 
with very light skin pass as white? 
YB – [softly] Um hm 
Ellen – Puerto Ricans do that too, you know right? 
YB – [loudly] I do it! 
Ellen – Right. We do it. Sometimes we don’t even mean to. 
YB – No I, people say, “[YB] you’re Puerto Rican? I thought you were Italian or whatever.” Yeah. 
__________ 
                                                 
61 Look, he thinks he’s American. He changed his name. 
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Ellen – Anyway, so, so he obviously disconnected the most and yet he was the one who went to 
Puerto Rico . . . So . . . he . . . did what many Anglos on the mainland did at that time. Which is go 
there. Move their business there, or start their business there, because of the tax thing. There 
were all these incentives that the federal government gave. But he did it as an Anglo [guffaws] 
Which [unintelligible] lots of Anglos did, you know. That’s right. AND he had, he’s smart. He was 
smart. He had the language. Right? Cause Spanish, so that was gonna help him of course. Um, 
YB – Yeah, he knew the culture. 
Ellen – He knew the culture. 
YB – And he could pass as White so he had both things. Whereas Anglos can’t pass as Puerto 
Ricans ever. 
__________ 
YB – If I met people like that in my life, I didn’t know. This is the first group of people that I’ve 
met, that I know, are living, not right. Through no fault of their own. And I kinda feel pity for em.  
__________ 
E – But they’re not like us. That much is true.  
YB – No.  
M – Yeah. 
E – You know, they have a different way of relating to each other. 
M – Seeing the world. 
E – But yeah, we very well 
YB – All right, if she’s not like me and would call a sibling, she’s still, you could see the curiosity. 
M – But she didn’t ask the questions. 
YB – Because I, she wa, and I, and [YB’s wife] said that. And I said, and, as I [unintelligible] she 
wasn’t HERE for questions. She was here to connect and to learn all about her dead father. And 
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what a great, cause you kept hearing her say, you’re the closest thing that I’ve got, well, I can go 
to [dad’s brother], [he] and dad are diametrically, they’re different people, they just shared the 
same parents.  
E – Look at us! [laughs] 
There’s Things You Have to Do 
YB – Which tracks back to why did Mark do that? He did it because it happened at home with 
Manuel and Venancia, and, something caused that kid to resent his heritage. 
Ellen – Well, and I think that’s only part of it. That there’s a wider – he went to school. He went 
to school with kids who spoke English, he, you know, they read the newspapers, and at that 
time all kinds of shit was being written about Puerto Ricans in New York in the newspaper. 
YB – Right.  
Ellen – You know what I mean? 
YB – Yeah. 
Ellen – So it was both, the micro and the macro. 
YB – Ellen, I’ve done it in [high school] when they told spic jokes and didn’t know I was a Puerto 
Rican. And I just, “ah better laugh now, I’m not gonna tell em I’m a spic because then I’m gonna 
be on the other side.” And I don’t want that shit! 
Ellen – Yeah. 
YB – So, you choose your battles. 
Ellen – That’s right. You make those strategic decisions. But that’s one thing, I think. And other 
people might have done, you know a different Puerto Rican . . . and again it’s not right or wrong, 
but have said, “hey, what the fuck? I’m Puerto Rican!”  
YB – Umm. 
Ellen – I wouldn‘t do that but some people do right? 
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YB – I’ve done that! 
Ellen – Ok, for a different context, but um, that is something, and then not telling your children 
[that they are Puerto Rican], you know what I mean? 
__________ 
YB – I would like to know, what ever happened to Uncle Mark with the family. Cause this comes 
down from Manuel, what set him [Mark] to deny his heritage has to come from his upbringing. 
Ellen – Absolutely! Which is my research! 
YB – I know. 
Ellen – Ahhhh!  
YB – That’s what I’m saying. 
Ellen – Yes! 
__________ 
Ellen – Yeah. Well mom said, and she even said with them, they used to have big fights. Uncle 
Mark and Uncle Mike. And one of the things she . . . you know like quoted, is Uncle Mike saying 
stuff like, “Who do you think you are? Why do you think you’re better than us?” So that it seems 
like their fights – [softly, accepting a cup of coffee from YB] thank you – were at least sometimes 
related to the whole being Puerto Rican thing. 
YB – And maybe it wasn’t good to be Puerto Rican for Mark? 
Ellen – I don’t think there’s a maybe about it. 
YB – Well that’s your research. 
Ellen – Mom says clearly that that was the case. [pause] But you know, and, there’s nuances 
about it right? Because there’s things you do, given the context, that you have to do. 
YB – Whatever, yeah. 
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Ellen – You know like, if he changed his name to Mark and [mumbles something unrelated] and 
decides that he’s a, you know, and try to pass for Italian, for Anglo, in order to make his, you 
know to be able to partner with the people he wanted to partner, to make money, ta da da. 
YB – That seems very logical.  
Ellen – Only? Or did he also, did he also internalize a sense of  
YB – Maybe. 
Ellen – it’s not so good to be Puerto Rican? 
YB – Maybe it was both, as [MB] said.  
Ellen – Yeah. 
YB – Maybe he said, “I’m getting the next icing on the cake, because I never liked being Puerto 
Rican anyway. So I’ll get all these benefits.” 
Ellen – Yeah. [pause] Because 
__________ 
YB – And, it might have been better for [Mark] to pass himself off as Italian, so that there 
wouldn’t be any problems, with his, um 
MB – his acquisition. 
E – Oh with his partners, that maybe it was advantageous for him to pass as Anglo, in order to 
connect with the money that he needed 
__________ 
YB – Yeah but Ellen what I’m saying is, his denial of his ethnicity was well before he moved to 
Puerto Rico. 
MB & M – Yeah 
__________ 
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YB – And then she [Patty] did ask the most poignant question: Why? Why would she [Patty’s 
mother] say that? 
E – [unintelligible] 
M – Why, okay explain that. Be more specific. I forget things. 
YB – She [Patty] asked the question, the most poignant question after she found out she was 
Puerto Rican, Why would he [Patty’s father] say he was Italian. 
M – Oh! 
E – And we all were like . . . 
YB – Italian? What? Hm? 
E – Nobody said a word for a few seconds. 
M – And I did say, probably for business purposes.  
MB – Yeah. 
E – Well and then I went into my whole dissertation thing. [chuckles] 
YB – That was great. 
E – Yeah? [chuckling] You don’t think it was inappropriate? 
YB – No! It was a great. 
E – I just felt like I wanted to answer her. 
MB – Segue. 
E – Yeah! Cause it disconnected it a little bit right? And made it less personal? Yeah. Although it 
is personal. 
YB – And it took US out, we’re, we’re the ones with guilty knowledge! So it took us out of 
MB – Wait a minute, why do you say guilty? 
E – Well 
YB – It’s a term. 
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MB – Yeah but, I don’t think it applies to us. 
E-mail from MB to Ellen: 
“When is it ok to shatter the illusion of a lie, versus allowing it to maintain and grow with 
time? 
 
E – In her [Patty’s] view, guilty knowledge. 
YB – It’s, it’s a term cops use um, ah, when you have knowledge of what really happened, you 
have guilty knowledge.  
E – Even though you’re not implicated in it? 
YB – You’re not implicated in it, right. 
E – You just know about it. 
YB – It’s just, you have a guilty knowledge, right. 
Build Your Life on a Lie 
YB – But, here’s the thing. You can’t pass judgment. But I don’t know how anybody could think 
you could build your life on a lie and that’s good. For anybody. When you saw the conflict, you 
saw that girl [Patty], she was going “chk, chk, chk, chk, [computer voice] wait does not 
compute.” You know, “chk, chk,” and she was trying to figure it out. And just knowing that she’s 
Puerto Rican? Was all her . . . mind could handle, or not handle. But that’s all that was gonna get 
in. That’s probably why she didn’t ask anything else. Cause she couldn’t get around the fact – 
here’s what you do. “All right I’m Puerto Rican. I can see it on the org. chart.” [We pulled out our 
family tree chart during the talk with Patty.] Come on? “Why was that [unintelligible] Why did 
my mother? If my father did, [lie about his ethnicity] then why didn’t my mother correct it after 
he died? Why did my father take that on in the first place?” Forty two questions just about that. 
Can’t do anymore. That’s why I think she just stuck with [makes a beeping noise]. 
Ellen – Well the other thing  
YB – And now she’s gotta figure out how to tell her son. 
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__________ 
M – Even if Steven [Patty’s son] asks you [MB] a pointed question, I would prefer that you say 
MB – [speaking slowly and emphasizing each word] I. will. Be. Tactful. 
M – [agitated] Even outside of the im 
E – He has to do what he has to do. 
MB – [speaking slowly and deliberately] I will be tactful. All right? I will look at the situation. 
Analyze the question. I will not do a knee jerk reaction, like I told you I’m prone to do because 
we’re discussing this now, and now I have a plan. [pause] 
E – What’s the plan? 
M – [chuckling] He wants to tell him. [Tell Steven that he is of Puerto Rican descent.] 
MB – To be tactful. 
M – [laughing] I don’t know what that means. 
E – I mean you wouldn’t be caught unawares cause we’ve talked it through, 
MB – Right.  
E – And you know what might happen. 
MB – It won’t be, it won’t be a knee jerk reaction where I just spill my guts. 
E – Are you gonna e-mail him? 
MB – I don’t have his e-mail. 
E – Okay. 
YB – Good. 
MB & E – [chuckle]  
M – I have it and I promised Patty that I would contact him. But my contact is gonna be if you 
don’t have anything to do at Thanksgiving, or 
YB – Ah! Don’t do that! Don’t do that. 
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E – Yeah because if he comes here there’s no way 
YB – No. 
E – he’s not knowing. 
YB – If you don’t want [MB] to tactfully tell him what he shouldn’t tell him, we shouldn’t 
MB – No! Wait a minute. Stop! Stop. 
YB – we shouldn’t have Thanksgiving either. 
MB – Stop. I told mom in the truck, and I’m making a promise to all of you, if I’m here I follow 
her lead.  
E-mail from MB to Ellen: 
“But to allow nothing to occur would be paramount to acceptance of the lie, and the 
perpetuation of it as well.” 
 
YB - You’re [MB] being an idiot, not because of what you said about me. There’s nothing, first of 
all it’s none of your damn business. 
MB – Yeah. 
YB – And 
MB – Well I’m not gonna volunteer. 
YB – a lie is being perpetrated. 
MB – Yeah. 
YB – And, the only way the lie can be undone with any sense of  
MB – believability. 
YB – No! With any sense, no because absolutely you’re  
MB – No! 
YB – 100% believable because you don’t have a horse in the race, 
MB – Yeah. 
YB – No, let me finish. 
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MB – The only way that it’s believable is if it comes from [Patty’s mother]. That’s the only way. 
YB – No. The only way it’s believable for the kid is if it comes from his mother [emphasizes). 
MB – Yeah, all right. 
YB – And she’s still figuring it out for herself. 
MB – Right. 
__________ 
YB – . . . if she don’t tell him and I have to back off then I’m backing way off. And they’re not 
staying in my house again. “Oh, I’m sorry.” You know? 
M – We don’t want, I don’t want to be the cause 
YB – Right! 
E – You can’t have your cake and eat it too. 
YB – Right. 
E – I mean how can you be Italian and want a strong 
MB – family relationship. 
E – relationship with your Puerto Rican relatives? 
YB – Ellen, I don’t even see that. How can you ask somebody  
MB – to lie for you. 
YB – to lie? 
E – Absolutely. 
YB – You know? I, I don’t want to be – cause all the, the only thing that can happen is you’re 
rolling the dice every time we get together 
M – Mm hm. 
YB - that somebody is gonna say 
E – Ohhh. 
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YB – you know, something. 
M – That’s what you were saying, you don’t want to perpetuate the lie. 
MB – I can’t. 
M – Yeah. 
I Was Raised to be White 
But I told her [Patty], and I hope she got, the, what do you call it? The double ent 
Ellen – Entendre. 
YB – the double meaning.  
Ellen – Uh huh. 
YB – Yeah is that right? Double entendre? I said, I don’t speak because, and I lived in Leptondale, 
right next to Plattekill, [A Puerto Rican enclave near our hometown] which was a Little Havana, 
and there were tons of Puerto Rican kids in Leptondale that spoke Spanish, but they looked 
Puerto Rican. And I said, it was, “I was raised not to speak Spanish. I was raised to be White.” 
Ellen – Wow, you said that. You got deep into stuff. 
YB – I said, I was raised to be what I looked like and I looked white. It was better to be White. 
And I said, you know, my uncle on my father’s side, the two of them married [speaking quickly] 
white, Anglo Saxon, blonde haired, blue eyed people and those marriages blew up. I said, “So 
you know, it is what it is. And that’s the way it was. What are you gonna do, bitch about 
history?” 
Ellen – Mmm. 
YB – And I said, that’s why I don’t speak Spanish. 
Ellen – [softly] Um hm. 
Be Who the Hell You Are 
YB – And if she, [Patty] well, she called her mother from the back yard. 
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E – But she didn’t say anything, to her. 
YB – Ahh, and the mother didn’t say anything back. 
E – Cause she said, Oh it’s been a week since I’ve talked to my mother. So she talks to her 
mother. 
M – Mm hm. 
E – They live close.  
M – Mm hm. 
MB – Um hm. 
E – So, it doesn’t have to be 
YB – Yeah but the mother didn’t say, “Oh so did Aunt [Mom] say anything?” 
E – Right. That’s what I’m saying that family’s craaaazy! 
MB – [laughs] 
E – We would, we would be on the phone, “Oh MY God!” [unintelligible] [everyone laughing]  
YB – [to Ellen] You’re marginalizing. They’re just different. They’re not crazy. [chuckling] 
E – No it is dysfunctional. I mean for god’s sakes, be who you the hell you are! 
MB – Don’t be afraid of who you are. 
E – You have to cope, you have to do what you have to do, but for god’s sakes! 
YB – Well Ellen, then we have to take away transgender people. 
E – All right, all right. 
YB – You were born a male you become a woman. Be who you are. 
MB – No, how do you figure that? 
E – No, the other way of it is people are born believing that – this is a [unintelligible] right – that 
they’re – “I feel like a woman,” they’re born a man, 
YB – I know. 
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E – So they’re trying to be who they are. 
YB – [disgusted] There she is. 
E – I’m just tellin you. 
YB – I’m not, I’m joking. 
E – All right. 
M – Ok. 
E – I know. I’m being judgmental. It’s just they’re 
M – And that’s what I told you. 
E – [unintelligible] They’re craaazy! 
M – You cannot judge. 
MB – Yeah 
But This is a Big One 
E – See I don’t want to, [perpetuate the lie] and maybe for a different reason. We all have our 
individual reasons right? For me, because of the stuff I’ve learned, and and the connections that 
I’ve made between my own experience and the way Puerto Ricans have been treated in this 
country. To me it is, sort of a point of,  
MB – honor. 
E – honor, 
YB – Yeah, yeah. 
E - and pride and loyalty, 
YB – Yeah 
E – not to pass! 
MB –Um hm. 
E – Because passing to me is unethical 
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MB – Um hm. 
E – And there’s grades of it, and I’m not judging. 
YB – So you're saying that we’re Italian 
E – To say that we’re White or whatever we are, “I’m not Puerto Rican!” And I’ve done it. As 
you’ve [YB] said, and we’ve all done it inadvertently because people don’t often see us 
M– Mm hm. 
E – immediately as Puerto Rican. 
M – Mm hm. 
YB – And you choose your battles too. 
E  That’s right. 
YB – But this is a big one. 
E – I’ve been silent at times and all that, but it’s, it’s actually, like I’m saying to you [YB] going to 
school [college], was a way for me to, to find out more about myself and my, the way I fit in this 
family and in the country and in the society, and then to figure out a way to be Puerto – to be 
who I am! – which is not just Puerto Rican but it is Puerto Rican, in a way that feels ethical and 
right to me, not shitty. So like  
MB – Not like Uncle Tom. 
Tolerance 
M – And she [Patty] was very pointed when we were sitting out on the porch and you [YB] were 
out in the garage with him, to explain that in her preschool curriculum62, children are taught 
from the beginning about racial differences 
E – Mm hm. 
M – and to be accepting and kind . . .  
                                                 
62 Patty is the principal at a private pre-school. 
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YB – They teach that to [Maggie, his daughter] but they don’t get into – they say be kind to 
everybody, there’s differences, everything is ok, and that’s the Catholic damn church doing this.  
M – Mm hm, mm hm. 
YB - But they said be tolerant of everything. 
M – Mm hm. 
E – [unintelligible] It doesn’t work out that way, 
MB – Mm. 
YB – All I’m saying is 
E – because there are different messages too. 
YB – I understand that but I’m saying they teach that message in [Maggie’s] school. That’s all I’m 
saying. I don’t mind that. Be tolerant of everybody. Be kind to everybody. I love that. Be nice to 
everybody. 
MB – But you don’t have to point out the individual differences. I understand. 
YB – Right! 
M – Um hm. 
YB – If I have the strong religious belief that a marriage is between a man and a woman and if 
two women or two men want to get together and they want to have a – what is it? Something 
union? What is 
MB – Um hm. 
E- Civil union. 
MB – Civil union. 
YB – civil union, and I can be tolerant of that but not marriage because I believe this. I don’t 
want my belief to be shot down in shit and the school to teach my kid that. Just be tolerant of it. 
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I don’t agree with killing anybody in Bosnia but we tolerate it cause we don’t go to war in Bosnia 
and stop the killing. We’re not stopping [the killing] in Syria63 
M – Um hm. 
YB – And I know I’m being crazy and using a wild thing but, I don’t agree with Communism but 
I’m not going over there and advocating against Communism. Tolerant of it. It just is.  
M – A time and place for 
E – I have a different view about it. I don’t believe in tolerance. I think tolerance 
M – That’s quite a statement. So explain it. 
E – That I don’t think tolerance is enough I guess. I don’t think it’s real. That to tolerate 
something you believe is wrong, I don’t do that. I’m not gonna tolerate your [MB] beating up on 
him [YB]. I’m not gonna tolerate it, just because  
MB – [to YB] You’re so lucky. [laughing] 
E – You know, there are certain things that I believe that are right or wrong, right? So this is the 
difference in what we believe is right or wrong. I think that you should have consequences for 
doing that. I think that it’s the wrong thing to do. 
MB- There are consequences of me beating up on [YB]. 
E – [laughs] You get happy. 
MB – Using your, no, no, no alienating Mom and you. 
E – Yeah.  
MB – All right so it’s not like there aren’t consequences for people being bigoted. 
YB – Mm hm. 
E – Yeah. 
                                                 
63 This conversation happened more than two years before the massacres in Paris in November 2015 by the 
Islamic State in Iraq & Syria (ISIS). 
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MB – Because I’ll hold those people at arms-length or totally ignore them. 
E – Yeah 
MB – When something is occurring to another person that is unjust, I can’t handle it, I will jump 
into the fray. 
E – Um hm. 
MB – Because we have sn throughout history the rise of the right when people are looking 
away. They’re not doing this to me. Teehey’re not doing this to me.” And eventually, guess 
what? They’re doing it to you.  
E – Mm hm. 
YB – For evil, all it takes for evil to flourish is for a good man 
MB – good to remain, yeah 
E – to do nothing. 
YB – to remain silent and look away. 
__________ 
E – No, no, what I’m saying is, that you don’t, people really don’t tolerate what they believe is 
wrong. That in some way there are repercussions. So if I think it’s wrong that you [YB] have two 
dogs 
YB – [chuckles]  
E – Um. 
YB – You’re gonna shun me in some way. 
E – there’s stuff that’s gonna come out. 
YB – Right. 
E – And if I have power over you,  
YB – Right. 
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E – you know, you may not be able to get, if you apply for a job for me and you [MB] don’t have 
two dogs, I’m gonna take him [MB], 
YB – Um hm. 
E – and that’s not right. But I’m tolerating it [sing-song voice] I’m not saying you can’t have two 
dogs. But I’m also not gonna do anything to make sure that you’re, you have the same rights as I 
have. 
M - You 
YB – Nobody’s gonna toler 
E – That I’m gonna allow my children 
YB – Yeah, yeah you’re talkin 
E – to make their own decisions. 
YB – I understand what you’re saying. But no one does that. 
E – Right. 
YB – No one. So it’s an unachievable. 
YB - . . . Tolerance is, 
E – Mmm. 
YB – is, ah, restraint from our flaws. 
E – Mmm! 
YB – Because I I want to kill [YB’s ex-boss].  
E – Mmm. 
YB – Or I want today to get rid of every asshole on the [last job site]. But I don’t do it. So, so, 
maybe that’s not the right word. Maybe I have to modify it and use a bunch of words. But to be 
tolerant of other people’s point of view. You’re saying, “I don’t agree with your point of view 
[YB] because it’s too religious-basedish,” and I’m not – I don’t give a shit one way or the other. 
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But mine is more of an open secular let everything happen and ahhh, I’m tolerant of that. Do 
what you gotta do. But 
M – For me 
E – But it doesn’t end up . . . people are still suffering unjustly.  
YB – People are gonna suffer unjustly because we are a flawed people.  
Win the Battle, Lose the War 
YB – There’s nothing wrong with that. It’s just never gonna happen. So to believe in something 
that you know is unattainable, it’s a thing society 
MB – Why do you think it’s unattainable? 
YB – Because it’s perfection, 
M – Yeah. 
YB – and you can’t attain perfection. 
M – This is an imperfect world. 
E – That’s true. 
YB – I tolerate bigotry and I pick and choose my fights, and sometimes I stick up for being Puerto 
Rican and other times I’ll just go, “You’re an idiot.” And move on. Why do I have to fight every 
single fight? 
E – You don’t 
YB – A man has to know, a person has to know their limitations, 
MB – Um hm. 
YB – and when it’s, ah, what is? You say it? Ah 
E- Pick your battles? 
 189 
YB – win the battle, yeah, lose the war. Yeah. And, and if that’s the case, because there’s so 
much imperfection in the world, that’s all I’m gonna be doing is fighting. And I don’t want to do 
that. 
MB – Mm. 
E – No. 
YB – That’s what I choose to believe. [scoffs] I’m not saying I’m right. I’m saying that’s what I 
choose to believe. 
MB – Right. 
YB – I also choose to believe it’s the American way, but guess what, I don’t know any other way. 
MB – Mm. 
YB – If I was living in China I would be like, “China! America sucks!” 
MB – Mm. 
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CHAPTER 6 
LANIE’S STORY64 
“The historian, like the novelist, observes the world through his own tinted glass, and describes 
it as if it were the truth. But it’s only one side of the truth, because imagination—what you call 
lies—is also part of the truth” (Ferré, 1995, p. 312) 
Census Day – Tuesday, May 4, 1909 -- Antonia Velázquez Velez 
When Lanie Correa wakes up that first morning she is in Puerto Rico and it is 1909. Now 
this is important because Lanie does not live in Puerto Rico. Lanie is a modern 12 year old girl 
who lives in the year 2015 in Merryton, New York. 
 The room she wakes up in is not her room and this is not her bed. There is a tiny warm 
body lying on the cot next to her and when she looks over she sees that she is sleeping next to a 
small child – she can’t tell if it’s a boy or a girl -- who is snoring softly. The child has thick black 
hair, cut short around a smooth brown face, and without thinking she reaches out to caress that 
                                                 
64 This historical fiction story, draws from archival data, family stories and memories, and Puerto Rican 
history to weave a narrative of the Correa/Conty family history. The story is written using language that is 
understandable to a child (who speaks, reads, and writes English) about Lanie’s age. Lanie’s Story is, in 
part, a gift to current and future children in the Correa/Conty families. Some of the details of the story, 
family member names, dates, addresses, etc. are derived from census data, hence the sections subtitled 
“Census Day.” For years where I’m unable to locate census records I choose a random date about 10 years 
in the future and the story is based on other archival information (city directories, social security indexes, 
etc.) and on the memories and stories told to me by my mother and paternal uncles. The final four 
vignettes, depicting the deaths of each of my grandparents, are based on archival information (social 
security death indexes, death certificates, etc.) as well as interviews and remembered family stories. All of 
the characters in this story were living people (including the census takers whose names I elicited from 
the census forms), except for Lanie who is fictional. Her character is used as a vehicle to tell the story and 
she serves as a metaphor for history as a figment of our imaginations. The idea for Lanie came to me as I 
listened to stories of my paternal grandmother’s practice of Espiritismo (see the story of Nanny’s trance in 
the chapter titled “Lost in Puerto Rico.) Of course, the conversations and ruminations, and some of the 
character traits and opinions are drawn from my imagination. I do not know, for example if Mamá Fina 
and Doña Eterbina had suffragist sympathies. But I imagine them to be women of their time, a time when 
the suffrage movement was active among working and middle class women in Puerto Rico (Suárez 
Findlay, 1999). I understand that both women were trong influences on their families and might well have 
harbored feminist leanings. But again, this is the “fictional” part of this historical fiction piece. A final note: 
the lines separating sections of text within a vignette indicate a change in the point of view or in the 
scene. 
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hair and moves her hand down the baby’s face in an automatic caricia65. The child nuzzles her 
hand in her sleep and Lanie gets a warm feeling in her stomach. She stares at her cool pale hand 
on that warm brown cheek, and suddenly she knows: She’s a girl, a year old, and she’s called 
Toñita. She doesn’t know why she knows this, but she does. 
The most amazing thing about this weird experience is that Lanie is not at all scared or 
freaked out. She feels a little confused but not at all scared. Somehow, after she brushes the 
sleep from her eyes, she knows that it’s 1909, she’s in a town called Aguas Buenas in Puerto 
Rico, and she’s in bed next to a baby named Toñita. She breathes in air that feels different, 
warm and moist, and she can actually smell plants and flowers.  She jumps off the cot and looks 
down again at Toñita who is now awake and staring at her.  
“¿Me conoces?66 Lanie whispers. 
The baby just stares, and Lanie realizes that she just spoke in Spanish. This is another 
weird thing because Lanie does not speak Spanish. But now, when she talks it comes out 
Spanish. It’s probably a dream or something but it’s not a nightmare. She looks at Toñita again, 
just lying there quietly in bed; looks into her eyes and all at once Lanie knows that they are her 
great grandmother’s eyes. This baby is – well technically will be – her dad’s grandmother. Her 
grandchildren call her – or will call her – Nanny. But she’s not Abuela’s67 mother. No. She’s the 
mother of her grandfather – the one she never met. He’s that handsome dude in the picture 
she’s seen – the one she’s supposed to call Grandpa Gil. 
                                                 
65 Caress 
 
66 Do you know me? 
 
67 Grandmother’s 
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“Yo soy tu bisnieta68,” she whispers to Toñita. But the baby just stares, doesn’t laugh or 
cry or anything. She just stares and the more Lanie looks into those shiny brown eyes the more 
she’s convinced that Toñita recognizes her. 
__________ 
Lanie sees three adults and two small kids when she tiptoes into the bigger room from 
the tiny space where Toñita has gone back to sleep. There’s a man, dressed in a white suit, 
sitting at the head of a long wooden table writing something on a piece of paper, and there’s a 
lady, young and pretty and holding an even tinier baby in her arms, sitting at the table to his 
right. There’s an older girl, a teenager, washing vegetables in a bowl of water at the other side 
of the table, and a little girl playing with a rag doll on the floor near the lady’s feet. Lanie notices 
that the man has light skin, more like hers, and the lady, the girl, and the kids have brown skin. 
Right away Lanie knows the lady’s name is Rosenda, and she is Toñita’s mom. She stares hard at 
Doña Rosa, as she’s called, dressed in a long white skirt and blouse, with her brown hair up in a 
soft bun. This is her great-great grandmother. No one in the room pays any attention to her, so 
Lanie moves to the corner of the room, sits on the floor and listens as Doña Rosa and her visitor 
talk. 
__________ 
 It is still morning but Ramón is sweating and his new white suit is already wrinkled. He is 
happy to have this job as an enumerator for the 1910 United States Census in Puerto Rico, but 
he is already tired, even though this is only the fourth house he has visited. This spring 
enumerators have been visiting homes throughout the island, gathering data on the people to 
submit to the government of the United States of America. Ramón is proud of the fact that he 
finished high school and, as one of the few Puerto Ricans who can read and write, he is eligible 
                                                 
68 I am your grat granddaughter. 
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to do this important work. It was only 11 years ago that the Americans liberated Puerto Rico 
from the tyranny of Spain. He remembers that July vividly, when for days it seemed like the 
whole town took to the streets to celebrate the American Navy landing in Guánica and Ponce. 
 Since then the Americans have opened more schools for the children, built new roads, 
created sanitation systems, and done many more good things. Do not mistake, Ramón does not 
agree with all of the things the Americans are doing on his island. He does not like that even 
though there are more schools, the teachers are forced to teach in English. His own sister was 
fired from her teaching position because she could not speak English. But he thinks that overall 
things are better in Puerto Rico since the Americans came, and he looks forward to the day 
when Puerto Rico will be made a state and benefit even more from the wealth of that great 
nation. In the meantime, when he found out that the government needed enumerators for the 
U.S. Census, he was quick to apply for the job. 
 But now he is hot and uncomfortable sitting on a hard wooden stool in the home of 
Señora Rosenda Velez Merced de Velázquez, and he is eager to finish collecting the information 
on this family and move on to the next. Speaking quickly to indicate that he has no time to 
waste, he asks Doña Rosa for information on each person living in the house, starting with the 
jéfe or head of household.  
“You are to answer the questions as if today is April 15, 1909,” he advised. “¿Me 
intiendes69? For example, you will give me the age each person in the household was on that 
date.”  
Doña Rosa nods and Ramón is satisfied when he sees that she looks nervous and speaks 
quickly in deference to his impatience. As she speaks Ramón quickly jots down the information 
on the census form.  
                                                 
69 Do you understand? 
 194 
Doña Rosa tells him that Daniel Velázquez is the head of the household. Ramón places a 
“V” for varon70 in the space for sex and “M” for Mullato71 for his race. As instructed by the 
supervisor who trained him for this job, he bases his decision on the race of the family members 
by looking at them. Don Daniel is not at home but he can tell by looking at the light brown skin 
of Doña Rosa and the children who are in the room that they are of mixed race. In fact, almost 
everyone in this neighborhood is Mulatto, with a few Blancos72 mixed in. He himself is White. All  
of the enumerators are White of course. It occurs to him briefly that now that democracy has 
come, his class, the White educated class, will be the ones to help the Americans bring literacy 
and prosperity to the Island. 
He continues asking questions and learns that Don Daniel has lived in consensual 
contract with Doña Rosa for seven years. He was born in Puerto Rico and so were both of his 
parents. Like most of his neighbors, Don Daniel does not speak English.  He works as a day 
laborer in agriculture, and Ramón is impressed when he learns that Daniel Velázquez is able to 
read and write in Spanish and that he owns the casita73 he lives in with Doña Rosa and their 
children. 
 Rosenda Velez Merced de Velázquez too was born and raised in Puerto Rico as were her 
parenTs. She is 27 years old and has had eight children, six of which are still living. She keeps 
house for the family, or as he writes under employment “quehaceres de casa,” and does not 
                                                 
70 Male 
71 Mixed race 
72 Whites 
73 Small house 
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work outside the home. She does not speak English, has never been to school and cannot read 
or write. 
“As of now . . . oh disculpe74, as of April 15th, there were nine people living in this 
house,” Doña Rosa says. 
 “Tell me about the children living in the home please Señora,” Ramón asks. 
 “Yes, of course, Don Ramón.”  
Rosenda takes a breath and quickly names first the children she has with Daniel. 
“Evangelista is six years old, Antonia is two, and this baby,” looking down at the infant in her 
arms, “Juan José is one month old,” she says quickly. 
Ramón writes down the names he hears: Evangelista, Antonio, and Juan José, and then 
hurriedly fills in the other information: Evangelista is obviously a girl, so he writes “h” for 
hembra, “M” for Mulatta, 6 for age, and “S” for soltera75 in the marital status column. He does 
the same for Antonio and Juan José, only writing “V” for varon for both of the boys. He fills in 
that all the children and their parents were born in Puerto Rico. The children are all too young to 
go to school or to know how to read or write or speak English so he writes “no” in each of those 
columns. He writes “en casa76” for the workplace of each child, and leaves the other columns 
appropriately blank since they are meant for adults only. 
 Doña Rosa then lists Daniel’s step-children – children she had with her first husband – 
who are living in the house. “My sons Constantine and Juan Bautista Comacho Velez are 13 and 
8 and my daughter Evarista is 11 years old.” Doña Rosenda says. “They all go to the public school 
                                                 
74 excuse me 
75 Single 
76 In the house 
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here in Aguas Buenas and can read and write,” she says proudly. Ramón fills in the appropriate 
boxes as she talks. “Since the baby came I haven’t had much time for the other children -- so 
Evarista has also helped me.”  
 Ramón looks up with a frown and Rosenda quickly closes her mouth. These doñas love 
to talk and he does not have time to let them go on bragging about their children and sharing 
their petty concerns. He distractedly writes “estudiante77” in the employment column for each 
of the three stepchildren, and “escuela publico78” for their place of employment.  
 “Are there any other persons living in this house, señora?” he asks briskly. 
 ‘”Yes, Don Ramón. Rosa Oyala is 15 years old,” she indicates with her head the girl 
washing the root vegetables. She lives here and helps me with the housework, cooking, and 
caring for the children,” she says in a soft voice. Ramón writes “pensionista79” in the column 
under “relationship to head of household” and “quehaceres de casa” for Rosa’s employment, 
and before he can ask, Doña Rosa says quickly, “She does not speak English, does not know how 
to read or write and has never attended school.”  
 Ramón smiles brightly at Rosenda. If only all of these doñas would be so quick to learn 
how to give a good interview his job would be much easier.  
__________ 
 Lanie listens closely to Doña Rosa and the man as they talk. She knows that he is 
interviewing her great-great grandmother about her – Lanie’s -- family and she is interested in 
                                                 
77 Student 
78 Public school 
79 pensioner 
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learning about them. But wait, Doña Rosa says that Toñita is two years old but Lanie knows she 
is not quite a year old. She knows that Toñita was born on June 11, 1908. What’s that about? 
Maybe she says the wrong age because she is nervous. Don Ramón, as she calls the visitor, 
seems to be impatient and hurries her. Another thing she notices is that when Doña Rosa says 
Antonia – Toñita’s full name -- it almost sounds like Antonio, which is a boy’s name. Lanie 
wonders if Don Ramón thinks that Toñita is a boy. Lanie chuckles at the thought that her great 
grandmother might be recorded as a boy in some official government report, and then claps her 
hand to her mouth. But neither Doña Rosa nor Don Ramón turn to look at her or give any 
indication that they hear her. That’s when Lanie realizes that no one can see or hear her. Well, 
baby Toñita – who is definitely a girl and definitely only one year old -- could see her. She was 
sure of that. But the adults and the other children in the room pay no attention to her. It’s like 
she’s invisible girl. She’s a superhero -- she’s Puerto Rican Invisible Girl! Lanie laughs again, no 
longer worried about being heard.  
Census Day – Tuesday, April 20, 1909 -- Felix Correa née Rodriguez 
The next time Lanie finds herself time traveling to Puerto Rico it’s 1909 and she is on a 
farm in the barrio of Guzman Arriba, in Rio Grande, Puerto Rico. On this day the census taker is 
visiting the home of her great great grandfather Juan Eustaquio Correa. She rolls the name on 
her tongue: Eustaquio. But everyone calls him Cocó. Good. She likes that nickname, makes her 
think of coconuts.  
The last time she was in Puerto Rico, the first dream or vision or whatever, was the day 
the census taker visited Toñita’s house, getting information for the 1910 Census. She learned in 
school that Puerto Rico is a commonwealth of the United States. That means something like it’s 
owned by the U.S. but it’s not a state, not like New York State. But now she knows that even 
though the people in Puerto Rico are not real citizens, the government still counts everyone in 
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Puerto Rico every ten years, just like it does in the 50 states, to find out how many people live 
there, how old they are, what jobs they do, and stuff like that. Now it looks like she’s landed in 
Puerto Rico again on census day, the day the interviewer comes to her great great grandfather’s 
house to get information on his family. She finds herself in the front yard of a farmhouse with 
Cocó and the census taker.  The coconut man is of medium height and not fat or thin; he has 
light brown skin and brown eyes. 
 Lanie knows the names of the people around her – well most of them. She knows Cocó 
is her great great grandfather, her father’s great grandfather on his father’s side, and she 
recognizes the two small children playing in the yard and the baby carried on the lady’s hip. But 
she doesn’t know who the lady is who serves Cocó and the visitor cold drinks while balancing 
the baby on her hip. She is definitely not Lanie’s great great grandmother. Something feels off; 
not right somehow. There’s a funny feeling in her stomach as Lanie settles in to watch and listen 
to Cocó and the visitor talk. 
__________ 
 “Thank you for taking the time to talk with me Señor Correa,” Antonio Ortiz says 
politely. The United States government appreciates your cooperation with the 1910 Census.” 
 “Of course, Señor Ortiz,” Cocó replies. “I’m happy to tell you whatever you wish to 
know.” 
 Cocó tries to maintain his dignity as the man of the house, but he is embarrassed by his 
appearance. He only had time to splash water on his face and hands when Ricarda came rushing 
into the shed, Rafael on her hip, to tell him he had a visitor. He cleaned up as best he could 
before rushing back to the house to greet the man who introduced himself as Antonio Ortiz, 
census enumerator for the government of the United States of America. Aside from being a bit 
dusty from his carriage ride on dirt roads, Sr. Ortiz looks well put together in his white suit and 
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Panama hat. Cocó offers him one of the two wooden chairs Ricarda has placed in the strip of 
shade made by the house and takes a long drink from a mug of water as the interview begins. 
 “Please tell me your full name.” 
 “Eustaquio Correa Y Matos,” Cocó answers. 
 “You are the jefe80 of this household?” 
 “Si señor.” 
 The interview continues. Cocó tells Sr. Ortiz that he is 33 years old. He and both of his 
parents were born in Puerto Rico. He speaks only Spanish and did not go to school much so, 
although he can sign his name, he does not know how to read and write very well. His wife, 
Ricarda Torres Hernandez de Correa, who is also 33 years old, does not know how to read or 
write either. He owns this house and the small fruit farm it sits on. He and Ricarda were married 
in the church 14 years ago. His children are: Magdalena, 11, Matilde, nine, Santiago, seven, 
Ponciano five, Jacoba, three, and the baby, Rafael Correa Y Torres, is a year old. His three oldest 
children attend the nearby public school. Elena, his oldest can read and write and Matilde and 
Santiago are learning. Of course his three youngest stay at home with his wife who keeps house 
and cares for the children.  
Cocó watches as Sr. Ortiz marks his paper, keeping up a low commentary as he fills the 
paper with letters and words. “C O R R E A he spells, Eustaquio, Varon y Blanco, 33,” he mutters.  
He goes on this way for a few moments, giving Cocó leisure to think about how, when he was a 
child, his sainted father Celestino told him that he was descended from the famous 18th century 
Spanish Conquistador Capitán Antonio de los Reyes Correa. He told him that although they can 
no longer trace their line back to the brave hero of Arecibo, it is well known that all Correa’s on 
the island are descended from one of his 14 sons. Cocó muses that as the descendants of a 
                                                 
80 Head of household 
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noble Spanish family, it is right that he and his children are recognized as Blanco. Cocó is 
brought out of his thoughts when the census taker continues with his questions. 
 “How many times has la Sra. carried a child?” Sr. Ortiz asks.  
 Cocó thinks a moment and then answers, “Eight times.” 
 “And how many children are now living?” 
 “Seven,” Cocó answers shortly. Sr. Ortiz does not ask and Cocó offers no explanation for 
why there are only six children living in the home. 
 But it is not his and Claudina’s missing oldest daughter Julia, but rather the child of 
another woman he thinks of now as Sr. Ortiz writes down the information. He has not thought 
often about Felix Rodriguez since the boy left this house a few months ago, but today he 
wonders where he is and whether he will be counted somewhere in this census. Cocó rode over 
to Marcelina’s house soon after Felix ran away but she had not seen him. No, he had not gone 
to his mother for shelter. He was out there somewhere making his own way. Cocó has a fleeting 
feeling of pride in the 13 year old boy who had the courage to strike out on his own. But he has 
to admit – to himself at least – that mostly he feels relief. Life has been easier with Ricarda since 
Felix left. She never liked the boy, treated him rough from the day he came to live with them. 
Some days he suspected that she did not feed him. She knew about and resented her husband’s 
dalliance with Marcelina Rodriguez, that happened when Ricarda and Cocó were newly married, 
and took out her anger at Cocó on the boy. He imagines that Felix had had enough on the night 
he disappeared. Cocó feels his loss because he was a hard worker on the farm, but in the end it 
is for the best. It is one less mouth to feed and one less angry wife to deal with. Felix will survive, 
he has no doubt, and the experience will toughen him up even further. Perhaps one day, if he 
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ever sees him again, he will make Felix his hijo reconocido81. Perhaps someday he will give him 
his name. 
__________ 
 As she listens to Sr. Ortiz and Don Cocó talk Lanie comes to understand the reason for 
the funny feeling in her stomach. It is nothing they say but rather what is not said out loud; what 
Cocó doesn’t tell the census taker. He has a son with another woman, not his wife, and that boy, 
Felix, will grow up to be Grandpa Gil’s father and Lanie’s great grandfather. No wonder she was 
confused when she arrived. No wonder she does not recognize the lady – Ricarda, Cocó calls 
her. Lanie now realizes that she only recognizes her blood family members and that often she 
can sense what they are thinking. It’s handy she thinks with a smirk. But the smile fades when 
she thinks about Felix and his mother. 
 Her second great grandmother’s name is Marcelina Rodriguez. She wonders where she 
is, whether she misses her son; is worried about him? Felix is 13 years old, just a year older than 
she is, and he’s somewhere out there with no mother or father to take care of him. She wonders 
how he’s doing. Obviously he will survive or she wouldn’t be here. But it must be hard for a kid 
his age to take care of himself. Cocó is right. He must be a strong little boy. Strong enough to 
survive to grow up to marry Toñita. Wow, that’s a thought! She thinks about the fat baby girl 
she met and she can’t wrap her head around it. She shakes her head as if to clear away the 
thought and looks up in time to see Sr. Ortiz getting into his horse-drawn carriage. 
  
                                                 
81 Acknowledged child 
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Venancia Sanchez Rodriguez -- Census Day – Wednesday, April 27, 1910 
Lanie watches as the man sits at the table drinking his café con leche82 and eating his 
breakfast of pan sobao83 and queso blanco84. When he rises from the table she can see that he is 
tall, taller than most of the people she has seen in Puerto Rico. She looks at his square jaw and 
piercing brown eyes and thinks he is handsome. She watches as he gathers his hat and a bag 
with his lunch and leaves the house for work.  
This time she is in a house in Barrio Santo Domingo in the middle of the town of 
Humacao. She looks around the room, looking for the child. She sees a mom nursing a three 
month old baby. She looks away quickly. She doesn’t want to be rude and stare, even though 
she knows that the lady doesn’t know she’s there, and anyway, this is not the right child. She 
looks out the small window at the back of the house and there she sees three year old Venancia 
on the porch, playing with two of her brothers. Venancia looks up when Lanie walks out onto 
the porch but she doesn’t say anything. The little boys don’t seem to notice her at all. They just 
keep playing with a small wooden horse, taking turns leading it around by a string attached to a 
wooden base with wheels. Venancia is clutching a doll to her chest and seems to be staring at 
Lanie, but she doesn’t say anything. Lanie wishes she could touch her, give her a big hug, but 
she’s afraid of scaring her. She settles for whispering, “Me llamo Lanie. Soy tu bisnieta85.” Like 
with Toñita, Lanie sees a glimmer of recognition in Venancia’s eyes. The little girl stares for 
another moment and then Venancia’s attention is caught by her brothers fighting over the 
                                                 
82 Coffee with milk 
83 Literally massaged bread, It’s a yeast loaf of soft white bread with a crispy crust. 
84 White cheese 
85 My name is Lanie. I am your great granddaughter. 
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wooden horse. Lanie goes back inside to wait for the census taker who she knows is coming. 
She’s excited to learn about the family of Venancia Sanchez Rodriguez, abuela’s mother and like 
Toñita, Lanie’s great grandmother. 
__________ 
Genara is tired. Since Sebastian was born she is always tired. She hopes she will get her 
strength back and be her old self soon. There is a knock at the door and Genara pulls the drowsy 
baby from her breast, buttons her dress, and lays her youngest down in the rocking crib her 
abuelo Dionosio made when her oldest daughter, Bienvenida, was born. She still misses her 
abuelo, her father’s father, who died five years ago; remembers the way he would proudly 
proclaim “Yo soy de las Islas Canarias.”86 But he lived a good long life and died of senility at the 
age of 81. The men in her family live good long lives; it is the women who die young she thinks 
bitterly. Even though Genara was just a young girl when her mother died, she still misses her; 
wishes Cecelia Muñoz Y Lopez de Rodriguez could have known her grandchildren. 
She shakes off her gloom to answer the door. The lady introduces herself as Angela 
Cabrera de Berrios, census taker for the government of the United States of America. Genara 
has heard of government workers coming to interview people about their families. She does not 
mind answering her questions. She is proud of her husband and children. They may not have 
any land of their own, like papá and his new family, but Evangelio always works and takes care 
of her and the children. Even after hurricane San Ciricao destroyed all the crops soon after they 
were married and there was no work for him in San Lorenzo, he took her to Humacao where he 
found work.  
Genara tells the señora that the jefe of the household is Evangelio Sanchez Garcia and 
he is 34 years old. He and his parents were born in Puerto Rico. He travels throughout the island 
                                                 
86 I am from the Canary Islands. 
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as a highway listero carretera, overseeing workers building the new roads, so of course he 
knows how to read and write. 
She tells Sra. De Berrios that she, Genara Rodriguez de Sanchez, is 32 years old. She and 
her parents were all born in Puerto Rico. She is a housewife and cares for her husband – yes 
they were married in the church 12 years ago – and their children. She has carried seven 
children and six are living still. She can read but cannot write very well. Genera then talks about 
her children and watches as la Sra. writes down the information. She watches as she carefully 
places a “B” for each member of her family under the column for “Race.” B for blanco, Genara 
thinks. Yes, she comes from a respected land-owning family; a White family, she muses. She 
continues to report that her daughter Bienvenida, eight, and her son Clemente, seven, are both 
in public school and are learning how to read and write. Her younger children will go to school 
when they are old enough. Genara glances out the window to check on the little ones playing on 
the porch. She tells Sra. De Berrios that their names are Pedro, four, Venancia, three, Ramón 
two, and the baby sleeping in the crib is Sebastian, who is three months old. 
Again la Sra. is writing and Genara’s mind wanders as she remembers the birthday party 
they had for Venancia last week. Papá and her stepmother Maria came with their four children, 
and brought Venancia a doll that she’s been playing with ever since. Genara’s brothers and 
sister and Tio Federico and Tia Eterbina also came. Their little house was too small for all the 
people but it did not matter, everyone had a good time. She made arroz con pollo87 and 
everyone partook of the special coconut cake. The children drank jugo de parcha88, while the 
adults enjoyed the rum papá brought. Some of the neighbors had brought their instruments and 
                                                 
87 rice and chicken 
88 Passion fruit 
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there was singing and dancing far into the night. Genara smiled as she thought about how 
Aracelis, her eight year old stepsister, played with Venancia the whole day. Venancia’s face 
lights up whenever she sees her. Even though Aracelis is her half aunt, Venancia is as close to 
Aracelis as she is to her own sister Bienvenida. She hopes it will always be that way. That her 
family will always remain close. 
Genara emerges from her reverie to see that Sra. De Berrios is putting away her papers 
and preparing to leave.  
“Thank you for the interview Doña Genara,” Sra. De Berrios says. “May God bless you 
and your family.” 
Genara watches out the front window as the census taker knocks on the door of her 
neighbor Doña Leonarda. Leonarda is slightly darker than Genara and although she hadn’t given 
it much thought until now, she wonders what box the census taker will check off.  Poor thing, 
only 29 and she has lost six children. That is why she is so protective of the two who survive. 
Genara is sorry that Sra. De Berrios’ questions will remind of her of her losses, not that she ever 
really forgets. Just like Genara, Leonarda’s sorrow is always with her. You do not forget those 
you love who have passed on. She turns around to pick up her baby and walks outside to check 
on the little ones. 
__________ 
 Lanie smiles when she thinks of Venancia’s birthday party. No one plays music at her 
birthday parties and the only singing that happens is when everyone sings Happy Birthday off 
key. But she feels sad when she looks at Genara, her second great grandmother. She knows that 
Genara works hard taking care of her children, her husband, and her house but still she seems 
delicate. There are no dishwashers or vacuum cleaners in Puerto Rico in 1910. Being a 
housewife and mother is hard work. She hopes Genara can rest so that she will feel stronger. 
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Manuel de los Santos Conti Cortés -- Census Day, May 23, 1910 
It’s a long name for such a little boy.  Lanie watches as six year old Estefana, plays with 
the chubby two year old. They’re on the floor of the kitchen rolling a ball back and forth 
between them. Lanie’s next visit to Puerto Rico lands her in a little house in barrio Caimital Bajo, 
in the city of Aguadilla. Again, she’s visiting Abuela’s side of the family. Little Manuel is – will be 
– Lanie’s great grandfather; Abuela’s father.  
She looks around curiously. She now feels comfortable with these visits. She no longer 
feels strange, only interested and excited. She never knew much about these relatives. 
Sometimes Abuela talks about her parents but now Lanie can’t remember anything she’s said. 
Hmmm. . . Now she’s getting a lesson on her family up close and personal. And the more people 
she meets the more interested she is. These are her people. They are not strange. She feels the 
connection in her head, in her heart, and sometimes even in her stomach.  
She’s been staring at baby Manuel for a few minutes and suddenly he looks right into 
her eyes and lifts his little hand to wave at her. She smiles and waves back. Estefana looks 
around startled, but of course she doesn’t see anything, and she doesn’t hear when Lanie looks 
Manuel in the eye and repeats what she has said before, “Yo soy tu bisnieta.” Manuel laughs 
and Estefana laughs too, though she’s not sure what’s funny. So far only Lanie’s direct ancestors 
have been able to see her. She sighs; wishes she could be alone with Manuel, talk to him, even if 
he can’t yet talk back. Maybe she could get him to say her name. She would definitely give him a 
hug. But she doesn’t want to freak out Estefana so she doesn’t do any of that. She sees that the 
census taker has arrived and she settles in to pay close attention. 
__________ 
 Doña Fina sits across the table from the census taker as they both sip from the mugs of 
café con lecheshe prepared.  
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 “I’m happy to answer your questions Sra. Sanchez, but my husband is sleeping in the 
next room so we must keep our voices low. He’s been working very hard lately but today there 
is no work so he is resting,” she adds. 
 “Certainly Doña Fina. This is important government work so we must make allowances, 
no?” Sra. Sanchez replies in a voice that Fina fears is not quiet enough.  
 She is polite, even though she does not want to answer this stranger’s questions about 
her family. She has come across such educated Puerto Ricans and Spaniards all her life. She 
knows they think they are better than she is, better than her people. Well she may not be able 
to read or write but she knows what is happening in Puerto Rico and the world. Her son Toño 
reads the newspaper to her; has been doing so since he first learned to read.  
She remembers how happy she was that day in 1897 when she heard that Spain had 
granted Puerto Rico autonomy. She remembers thinking at the time that El Grito de Lares finally 
came to pass. Oh yes, she may not be educated but every Puerto Rican knows about El Grito, 
the day in 1868 when Puerto Rican revolutionaries called for an end to slavery and for all Puerto 
Ricans to have the same rights as citizens of Spain. She was only 19 years old in 1897 when 
autonomy from Spain was finally granted, but she listened when the adults talked politics. Of 
course no one knew that she was an Autonomista. She was proud to be Puerto Rican and 
wanted her people to have the same rights as any citizen of Spain. She was thrilled when for a 
few short months it was decreed that men over 25 who had lived in Puerto Rico for at least two 
years would have the right to vote. But there wasn’t time to enjoy those rights. One year later, 
in 1898, the United States of America invaded Puerto Rico, and all those new rights were taken 
from the people. Now, in addition to rich Puerto Ricans there are the Americans who look down 
on the poor people.  
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 Fina sighs and begins to answer Sra. Sanchez’s questions. She tells the census taker that 
the jefe of the household is Feliciano Conti Y Caban. He is 43 years old, and she and Feliciano 
were married in the church four years ago. Feliciano and both of his parents were born in Puerto 
Rico. In fact his elderly mother still lives close by, with her daughter – Feliciano’s sister – and her 
husband. His father, Anicacio Conti died many years ago. “But perhaps you’ve already met Sra. 
Micaela Caban Ceballos de Conti?” she asks. Sra. Sanchez nods vaguely and continues with her 
questions. 
Fina is annoyed that the woman ignored her question and more annoyed that she even 
tried to chat with her. From then on she only responds directly to her questions. She tells her 
that Feliciano speaks only Spanish and is employed as a painter of houses. He has not been to 
school and does not know how to read and write. She is proud when she tells the Sra. that they 
own the home they live in. 
She identifies herself as Serafina Cortez Y Torres de Conti, the esposa89 of the jefe of the 
household. She is 34 years old, has carried four children and all four are still living. She and her 
parents were also born in Puerto Rico. Now she thinks of her own parents: Pedro Cortez de la 
Torres and Carmen Torres. But Sra. Sanchez interrupts her thoughts with her questions.  No, she 
does not speak English, she replies wearily, has not been to school and does not know how to 
read and write. She is a housewife who cares for her husband and children in the home. 
Doña Fina feels proud when she starts to speak about the children. Living with them are 
two daughters Feliciano brought from his first marriage: Saturnina Conti Y Palmarin, 20, and 
Enriqueta Conti Y Palmarin, 17. Then she names the three children she brought from her first 
marriage: Antonio Arce Y Cortés, 11, Estefana Arce Y Cortés, six – she looks fondly at her little 
girl playing with her stepbrother at her feet – and Remigia Arce Y Cortés, who is three years old. 
                                                 
89 wife 
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She follows her husband’s wishes and identifies them as his nephew and nieces. She frowns at 
the thought that Feliciano will not claim her children as his stepchildren. But then she smiles 
again as she watches Estefana making her youngest child laugh. “The baby playing there,” she 
says to the census taker, “is the son of Feliciano and myself, Manuel de los Santos Conte Y 
Cortés, and he is two years old.” 
Antonia Velázquez Velez -- Census Day, January 7, 1920 
It’s been a while since Lanie’s last visit to Puerto Rico and she’s confused for a moment 
when she first wakes up. But even before she opens her eyes it’s the tropical aroma that tells 
her where she is. She breathes in a warm, flowery breath and smiles. She lies still and keeps her 
eyes closed for another moment; feels the hard cot beneath her stomach and smells the aroma 
of strong coffee. She slowly draws her hand back from where it lies, palm down, fingers spread 
on the warm back of a small body. She turns slowly on her back, rubs her fists in her eyes and 
then raises her arms up in a satisfying full body stretch. When she finally opens her eyes she is 
looking up into a pair of big brown eyes, with soft brown hair dangling just above her face.  
 “Ya amaneció!” the girl whispers. “Estabas roncanda mucho,”90 she says, and then hides 
her face in the bed to stifle a high pitched laugh. 
 “Buenas dias, Toñita91,” Lanie answers with a smile. The girl laughs again, this time 
muffling the sound by hiding her face in Lanie’s nightgown-covered chest. Lanie laughs too, not 
worried that anyone will hear her. “¡Yo no ronco92!,” she protests playfully. She gives Toñita a 
hug which the girl returns.  
                                                 
90 Did you finally wake up? You were snoring a lot. 
91 Good morning Toñita 
92 I don’t snore! 
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 “You know who I am don’t you?” Lanie asks, suddenly serious. 
 “Yes, you are Elena, the spirit of my great granddaughter.”  
 Lanie’s not sure what to say to that. Is she a spirit? Before she can say anything Toñita 
asks, “Do you want to know a secret?” Lanie nods and the ten year old girl’s eyes fill with tears 
when she says, “My mother is still alive.” 
 Lanie shivers. She remembers seeing Doña Rosa when she last visited – when Toñita was 
a baby. In that moment Lanie realizes that today is Wednesday, January 7, 1920 and she is in 
Barrio Oeste Pueblo, in the City of Caguas. Since she visited in 1909, Toñita’s family has moved 
from the small town of Aguas Buenas to the nearby big city of Caguas. Toñita is close to Lanie’s 
age now and she can still see her, and best of all she talks to her! She gives her another hug and 
asks, “What do you mean Toñita?” 
 “I woke up one day and my mother was gone,” she said sorrowfully. “I was very little but 
I still remember. Evarista, my sister who always took care of me, was gone too, and so was the 
baby Maria Esme. Papá got angry when I cried for them. He told me my mother was dead and I 
should never speak of her again.” She starts to cry softly again, afraid someone will hear her. 
Lanie gathers Toñita in her arms. Even though this time she is two years younger than Lanie, 
Toñita is much smaller than she is, thinner and shorter. She fits easily in her arms. 
 Lanie listens to her soft sniffles for a minute and then asks, “But how do you know she is 
not dead? How do you know that?”  
 “It’s a secret,” Toñita sniffed. You can’t tell anyone.” 
 Lanie smiles over Toñita’s head. “I won’t tell,” she says solemnly. “I promise.” 
__________ 
 Lanie’s eyes burn and her cheeks hurt from crying. Toñita fell back to sleep after telling 
her story, and now Lanie creeps into the only other room in the house to listen to the adults 
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talk. She looks at the woman who is not Doña Rosa, and she feels sad and angry. “Why do adults 
lie to children? We always know they’re lying," she thinks to herself. She settles in to learn 
about Toñita’s new family. Somehow she knows that they will not talk about the very much alive 
Doña Rosa. 
 Lanie listens as the lady introduces herself and welcomes the census taker, Sr. Gabriel 
Santiago, into her home. The adults sit opposite each other at a large wooden table and Lanie 
stands behind Don Gabriel so she can see what he writes as the woman who introduces herself 
as Doña Claudina answers his questions. She tells him that the jefe of the house, Daniel 
Velázquez Zayas, is 51 years old, and married in the church to his esposa, Claudina Merced 
Aponte, 26 years old. He owns the home where they live with their children, and Daniel also 
owns a small plot of land outside the City where he grows fruit trees. Daniel can read and write 
but she, Claudina, does not know how to read and write.  
 There are seven children living in the home. Daniel’s children are Angela Velázquez 
Velez, 14, Antonia Velázquez Velez, 10, Juan J. Velázquez Velez, nine, Rafael Velázquez Velez, 
seven, Daniela Velázquez Y Merced, two years and five months, and Eduardo Velázquez Y 
Merced, one year and two months. Also living with them is Doña Claudina’s sister, Ramona 
Merced, 10 years old. 
 Lanie watches as Don Gabriel writes it all down in a clear, elegant cursive. Velázquez 
Velez, Antonia; H for hembra, race B for Blanca, age 10, marital status S for soltera. In the boxes 
under “able to read,” “able to write,” and “attended school anytime since September 1, 1919” 
he carefully notes an N for no.  Toñita is not in school and she can’t read or write. Her older 
sister Lelita is not in school either but she is the only one of the children who can read and write. 
Perhaps she went to school when Doña Rosa was alive. The only child in school now is nine year 
old Juan Jose. Lanie knows that in the old days many people thought school was not important 
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for girls. Maybe Toñita’s stepmother feels this way. Will Toñita ever learn to read? Lanie feels 
angry again. 
 But wait a minute, Don Gabriel wrote a B for Blanca under race for Toñita. In fact, 
everyone in the family is listed as White.  He didn’t ask Doña Claudina a question about race; he 
just entered B in the race box for each person. She remembers that in 1910 the census taker had 
entered an “M” for Mulatto for everyone in Toñita’s family. How is it possible that Toñita and 
her family are Mulatto in 1910 and White in 1920? Abuela told Lanie that Puerto Ricans are a 
mixture of the Spaniards who invaded and settled on the island starting with the voyages of 
Columbus, the Taino Indians who lived here for centuries, and the people from Africa who were 
brought here as slaves. She looks over at Toñita who has entered the room and is helping Lelita 
feed the younger children. Her eyes are red and swollen but her skin is the same warm brown 
color as it was when she was a baby. Toñita feels Lanie’s gaze and looks up and smiles, and then 
goes back to her work. Lanie can’t figure out why or how a person’s race can change.  
 In that moment Lanie has a flash of memory. It’s 2015 and there are four adults sitting 
in her family’s living room talking and laughing. She’s watching TV in the next room but she 
overhears their conversation. They’re talking about politics and a White man with gray hair says, 
“I wish Obama could have another term as President.”  
Lanie knows that President Barak Obama is African American; in fact his mother was 
White and his father was African. She’d never thought about it before but President Obama 
could be thought of as Mulatto, just like Toñita and her family were considered Mulatto in 1910.  
One of the women in the room asks, “Do you like Obama?” 
The first man answers with a smirk, “I just want there to be more time for someone to 
kill him.” 
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There’s silence for a few seconds, and then someone changes the subject. Lanie doesn’t 
know why she remembers this at this precise moment, but knowing whether Toñita is Mulatto 
or White suddenly seems important.  
Felix Correa née Rodriguez -- Census Day, Friday, January 16, 1920 
Lanie worries that she will never meet Great Grandpa Felix. For the second time she’s in 
the home of her second great grandfather, Cocó Correa, but, just as in 1910, his oldest son is 
not there. The family has moved since she last visited. They still live in Rio Grande but it’s a 
different farm in Barrio Jimenez Este. 
Once again she listens as Cocó talks with the census taker, who introduces herself as 
Flor Rosario, and she also tunes in to her second great grandfather’s thoughts. 
“You are the jefe of this household, are you not?” Doña Flor asks. 
Cocó tells the census taker that he is 44 years old and married to Ricarda Merced Torres 
Y Hernandez de Correa, who is 43. This house, where he lives with his wife and nine children 
and 28 year old brother, is located on a farm where he tends the fruit trees for the owner of 
the property.  He is supporting his brother who is not now working. He has four sons: Feliciano, 
13, Rafael, nine, Luis, seven, and Santiago, five years old; and five daughters: Julia, 20, Elena, 
18, Matilde, 17, Jacoba, 11, and Maria L., four years old. 
Lanie watches as Doña Flor writes it all down. She places a “B” for race for each person. 
And Lanie muses that this side of her family was considered White in 1910 and remains white 
in 1920. The skin color of the people on this side of her family is a little lighter than Toñita’s. 
Still, she wonders how the census takers figure out a person’s race.  
This time Cocó tells Doña Flor that he is able to read or write. “So many mysteries!” 
Lanie thinks. In 1910 he said he couldn’t read or write. Maybe he learned during the 10 years 
since then? But if lots of children don’t go to school she doesn’t think many adults do. One of 
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the things she is learning is that people then didn't have the same chance to get an education 
as they do in 2015. Lots of people in Puerto Rico in 1920 can’t even read or write even though 
they are now considered United States citizens. Abuela told her that this has changed. In 1917 
something called The Jones Act was passed by the United States government and it gave Puerto 
Ricans some of the rights of citizens. So far she hasn’t seen any improvement in how Cocó and 
his family live. In fact, things are worse because he doesn’t own the house he lives in anymore. 
And he has nine kids! As an only child she can’t imagine what living with that many brothers 
and sisters would be like. And then she remembers, it’s really 10 kids. Her great grandfather 
Felix never came back to live with his father and stepmother and step brothers and sisters. She 
knows that Felix is now 21 and she wonders how he is doing, when her attention is caught by 
Cocó wondering the same thing. 
__________ 
Cocó knows that his oldest son is a man now. He heard that he was drafted into the 
army and shipped out to Panama during the war. Cocó himself had to register for the draft, but 
gracias a Dios93 he wasn’t drafted. He guesses they got enough soldiers before they got to men 
his age. He also heard that before the War Felix had been working as a traveling peddler selling 
mostly thread, needles, and thimbles at first, and then buying a donkey and a carreta so he 
could transport cloth and bigger household items to sell. Felix had made friends with a nun in a 
convent – he doesn’t know where – who suggested he buy the donkey and carreta and lent him 
the $50 to do it. He hopes that he pays her back. There is nothing worse than a man who 
doesn’t pay his debts.  
Lanie watches as Cocó brushes his fingers through his thinning hair. Times are hard for 
everyone, he thinks. Even rum is illegal now that Prohibition has been passed. Not that he has 
                                                 
93 Thank God 
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denied himself one of life’s few pleasures. He helps his neighbor who works in the sugar cane 
fields to ferment molasses into rom cañito and always has a bottle available for a tragito94 
when he wants it. 
His thoughts go back to Felix. He knows that his son has now been released from the 
army because Felix has stayed in touch with some of his step brothers and sisters, but Cocó 
hasn’t heard about him lately, and he won’t ask. A son should have respect and stay in touch 
with his father, he thinks angrily. But he would like to see Felix again. He hopes he will see him 
again before he dies. 
Venancia Sanchez Rodriguez -- Census Day, Saturday, January 21, 1920 
“Who is the President of the United States?” the older girl asks 11 year old Venancia. 
 “Woodrow Wilson,” is the quick reply. 
 The next question comes just as quickly. “What are the three branches of United States 
government and what do they do?” 
 “The Executive branch is headed by the President of the United States. He carries out 
the laws and is the head of the military. The Legislative branch is made up of the House of 
Representatives and the Senate. They pass the laws of the land. And the judiciary is headed by 
the Supreme Court which interprets the laws,” Venancia answers without pause. 
 “And what is the purpose of having three branches of government?” the teenager 
rapidly fires back. 
 “To divide and balance power in the government, so that the United States will remain a 
democracy and not be ruled by a dictator,” Venancia says confidently. 
                                                 
94 Little swallow 
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 “Very good,” her young tutor responds. “You know your United States government very 
well. “Let us stop for now and get some fresh air. We can practice English after lunch,” she 
urges, while leading Venancia to the porch. 
__________ 
 As Lanie expected, it’s census day in Venancia’s house. But the Census-taker isn’t there 
yet. Venancia and an older girl are sitting at yet another large wooden table in the kitchen. Most 
of Lanie’s ancestors don’t have much furniture but there is always a big table to eat at. Still, this 
house is bigger and has more furniture than the other houses she’s visited. She stops looking 
around the room to follow the girls outside to the porch. Lanie squinches her eyes. This is 
Araceli, Venancia’s aunt, or no, half aunt, who is acting as her teacher since the teacher who was 
boarding at the house, and worked as Venancia’s tutor, moved to another town. Araceli’s father, 
Don Rudolfo Rodriguez Y Carrión, is Venancia’s grandfather, but Aracelis’ mother is not 
Venancia’s grandmother, but was Don Rudolfo’s second wife. Venancia’s grandmother was his 
first wife, Cecilia Muñoz Y Lopez. Lanie closes her eyes and shakes her head as if to clear it. This 
family is complicated. She’s going to have to draw a picture95 to understand how people are 
related.  
She opens her eyes to see Venancia staring straight into them. It’s in that moment that 
Lanie knows Venancia’s mother has passed away. Genara Rodriguez Muñoz de Sanchez died in 
1912 from an infection she got while she was having another baby. But Lanie knows that there is 
no new baby, so it too must have died. Venancia was still very little when she lost her mother. 
She doesn’t remember her at all. But Lanie knows that sometimes, like in this moment, the little 
girl misses the mother she had for such a short time. After a moment Venancia looks away and 
                                                 
95 See Appendix for pedigree charts for Lanie’s four great grandparents. 
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speaks to Araceli. She doesn’t speak to Lanie at all. Only that look told her that Venancia knew 
she was there. Lanie sighs and goes back inside to listen in on the census interview. 
__________ 
 Doña Eterbina greets Sr. Carmelo Ortiz and invites him to join them for lunch. He 
accepts happily. “I have only your neighbor Sr. Gomez’ farm to visit after this so I can certainly 
stay and enjoy your wonderful cooking,” he says smiling at the stocky woman who looks stern 
and severe with her gray hair caught up in a tight bun. It is still early so they commence with the 
interview as the aroma of arroz con habichuelas96 wafts through the house. 
 Eterbina tells him that her brother, Federico Rodriguez Y Carrión is the jefe of the house. 
He is 60 years old, single and owns the fruit farm on which they live. He and his parents were 
born in Puerto Rico and he is able to read and write.  
 As Don Carmelo writes Eterbina thinks about her family; their father Dionicio Rodriguez 
Gomez, and mother Salomé Carrión, both gone now. She remembers her sister Benicia who 
passed away three years ago having never married; And thinks of her brothers, Federico, with 
whom she now lives and keeps house, and Rudolfo who is the only one of the siblings to marry 
in the church. She knows that her brother Federico has sired children with a woman named 
Angelina, who is not of his race or class. Everyone knows this but no one speaks of it, and she 
will certainly not tell the census taker about it.  She tells Don Carmelo that Federico is single.              
Her brother Rudolfo has already lost two young wives and is married for a third time. 
Perhaps worst of all, Rudolfo lost his daughter Genara eight years ago, leaving six small children. 
Well, she and Federico are doing their part. They took in Aracelis, the daughter of Rudolfo’s 
second wife, Maria, and they are also raising Venancia, one of Genara’s daughters. Their home is 
a haven for orphans, spinsters, the destitute, laborers, and the occasional teacher. But it is a 
                                                 
96 rice and beans 
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burden she accepts. Life is hard on the island, especially for women, and those who can must do 
their part. 
 Doña Eterbina continues to give Don Carmelo the information he seeks, or at least all 
that is appropriate to tell him. She is Eterbina Rodriguez Carrión, sister to the jefe, 58 years old, 
single, and yes, she can read and write, and has no employment. There are a total of nine 
people living in the household. The others are: Aracelis Rodriguez, niece, 17 years old, single, 
can read and write and has no employment; Venancia Sanchez, niece, 11 years old, can read and 
write and no longer attends school; Dolores Valdivieso, boarder, 65 years old, single,  cannot 
read and write and has no employment; Juana Muñoz, boarder, 13 years old, single, does not 
attend school but she can read and write; Juan Del Valle, boarder, 11; single, does not attend 
school, cannot read and write and has no employment; Felipe Qquendo, boarder, 20, single, 
cannot read or write and is working as a laborer on the farm; and Escolastier Gomes, single, 28, 
cannot read or write and is also working as a laborer on the farm.  
 It is at this point that Doña Eterbina leaves Don Carmelo to finish his form so that she 
can help Dolores and Juanita to serve lunch. 
__________ 
 Lanie’s gotten into the habit of watching carefully as the Census-takers fill in their forms. 
She knows by now that they often make mistakes, sometimes because the family member gives 
them the wrong information, sometimes because they just seem to mishear or misunderstand 
what is said, and sometimes they just decide what to write without asking the family member. 
She’s glad that she doesn’t have to rely on these forms to find out about her family. It’s really 
very helpful that she can see for herself and knows what her close family members are thinking.  
 Don Carmelo wrote “B” for Blanco for everyone in this household. Only Doña Eterbina is 
in the room during the interview so, again, she wonders how he knows the other family 
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members and boarders are White. She shrugs. She’s given up trying to understand it. Doesn’t 
seem like what people look like, what color their skin is, matters much when deciding on race 
for the census reports. She also notices that he writes “sobrina97” for Venancia’s relationship to 
Federico. Lanie knows that Venancia is actually his great-niece. It’s correct that Araceli is 
Federico’s niece as she is his brother’s daughter. She wonders about that. Don Rudolfo is alive 
even if Aracelis’ mother has passed. Why doesn’t Araceli live with her father? And she thinks 
that Venancia’s father is still living too. She didn’t sense that he had passed; only her mother. 
Why aren’t these girls living with their fathers? This is a complicated family! Lanie decides to 
stay for lunch to try to find out more about Venancia and her family. 
__________ 
 There is lots of food on the table and that’s good because there are lots of people sitting 
around the table. All nine of the adults and children who live in the house are present, as well as 
Don Carmelo. Lanie’s mouth waters as she watches the older lady they call Doña Dolores and 
Juana, a girl about her age, serve the food. There is arroz blanco98 and habichuelas rojos99 to put 
over it, an ensalada100 of baccalao101 and steamed verdura102, fresh avocado, and tostones103. 
For dessert everyone, even the children, have café con leche and fresh fruit which includes 
bananas, pineapple, passion fruit, and mangoes. It is all very similar to what Abuela serves for 
                                                 
97 niece 
98 white rice 
99 red beans 
100 salad 
101 smoked cod fish 
102 steamed root vegetables 
103 fried plantains 
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dinner on those Sundays the family gets together at her house for dinner. But Lanie hadn’t 
expected that lunch would be such a big meal; she didn’t know – until now – that in Puerto Rico 
in 1920, people eat their big meal of the day at lunchtime. Lanie has a hard time thinking about 
anything but the food on the table – which she wishes she could taste – but she forces herself to 
listen to the adults talk – Aracelis, Venancia, Juana, and Juanito never say a word – and imagines 
what they might say if they could 
 “Thank you for inviting me to join you for lunch Doña Eterbina. Everything is delicious,” 
Don Carmelo says as a drop of juice from the habichuelas falls to his shirt. 
 Lanie laughs out loud. Don Carmelo is an appreciative, if not a very neat, eater. 
 “You are welcome Don Carmelo,” Doña Eterbina replies, politely ignoring the mess he 
was making. “Doña Delores and Juana helped me with the cooking. Juanita is turning into a very 
good cook,” she adds, smiling at the child. Lanie watches as Juana blushes and Venancia and 
Aracelis smile at each other. 
 Like the good guest that he is, Don Carmelo turns his attention to his host. “Don 
Federico, I hear your brother and his family are coming to spend the day with you tomorrow,” 
he says. “Everyone in this part of the island knows Don Rudolfo,” he continues before Don 
Federico can reply. “He is very successful with a thriving farm of almost 100 cuerdas,” he gushes. 
 Don Federico ignores the impolite reference to Rudolfo’s wealth and only replies, “Yes, 
my older brother, his wife Marcela, four of his children by his second wife and three 
grandchildren will all be visiting tomorrow.” He glances quickly at Aracelis and Venancia when 
he mentions their brothers and sister, but they do not look up from their food. “We are 
fortunate that so many of the family live in San Lorenzo and we can see each other often,” he 
adds. 
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 “Yes, the Rodriguez family is also well respected for your strong family values. You have 
lost many loved ones over the years but you always take care of your own,” Don Ramón says, 
looking at the girls as he shoves a large piece of avocado into his mouth. 
 “Thank you Don Carmelo. Yes, it is our duty to care for those who cannot care for 
themselves. God blesses those who show compassion,” Don Federico replies gravely. 
__________ 
 Venancia’s eyes are shining with excitement. She will see her brothers Pedro, Ramón, 
and Sebastian tomorrow! They visit quite often, or she sees them at Abuelo’s house, but every 
time it makes her happy. She thinks about her upcoming visit to see her oldest brother 
Clemente, now 15 years old. He is her favorite, but because he lives in Patillas, 40 miles south of 
her home in San Lorenzo, they don’t see each other as often. But next week she will make the 
journey and stay with Clemente and their Tio104 and Tia105 Jose and Demetria Torres for several 
weeks. She will miss Arecelis and Juanita who are like sisters to her and of course Tio Federico 
and Tia Eterbina, but she knows that she and Clemente will have lots of fun before she returns 
home again. 
 Lanie watches as Venancia’s face changes to sadness. None of the other adults notice 
but Aracelis, who is sitting next to her and grabs her hand under the table. Venancia is thinking 
of her 17 year old sister Bienvenida, who, even though she lives closer to her than Clemente 
does, about 25 miles away with their father’s sister, Tia Julia, in Barrio San Turce in San Juan, she 
has not seen for many months. She hopes she can see her soon, but she knows that Tia Julia 
works as a seamstress for a private family and cannot take the time from work to travel with 
                                                 
104 uncle 
105 aunt 
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Bienbe to San Lorenzo. She will ask Tio Federico if he will take her to visit Bienbe when she 
comes back from seeing Clemente. Thinking about Tia Julia makes her think about her father. 
She feels happy when she sees her tall handsome father riding toward the farmhouse to visit 
her, but his work keeps him from coming very often. She’s grateful to her uncle and aunt for 
taking her in. After all these years she loves them like a father and mother and she’s happy living 
on this beautiful farm in Barrio Espino. But she can’t help wondering what her life would be like 
if her mamá, who she does cannot remember very well, had not died; if they could be one big 
family with all the brothers and sisters living together again. 
__________ 
 Well, Lanie doesn’t find out why Araceli does not live with her father, but now she 
knows that Venancia’s father didn’t get married again and that his work as a listero de carratera, 
a kind of overseer of workers, keeps him traveling all around the region. He has given his six 
children to different relatives and that’s why Venancia now lives with her mother’s uncle and 
aunt. Lanie wonders if Venancia’s dad – Evangelio – misses his children. It seems like there’s no 
such thing as single parents in these days. Mamá Fina married again when her husband died; 
Daniel Velázquez married Claudina when Doña Rosa left the house; and even Venancia’s 
grandfather, Don Rudolfo is now married to his third wife. She guesses that in this time in 
Puerto Rico there has to be both a mom and a dad (or at least a woman and a man) in the house 
to take care of the children. Since Don Evangelio didn’t marry again he had to give his children 
away for others to raise. Even though she knows that Venancia is happy living with her aunt and 
uncle, still . . . Lanie feels sad for her. 
 In that moment she hears Tio Federico raise his voice slightly and realizes that the adults 
are talking about politics. Or rather Tio Federico and Don Carmelo are talking while the other 
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adults mostly listen, sometimes nodding or quietly agreeing. The kids don’t even pretend to 
listen, but make faces at each other trying to make each other laugh out loud. 
__________ 
 “Four years after his death – may God bless his soul -- I still consider myself a 
Muñocista,” Tio Federico says as he takes a sip of his café con leche. 
 “Oh yes, Luis Muñoz Rivera was a great man,” Don Carmelo agrees nodding his head 
quickly. “All of San Lorenzo is strongly Unionist because of his influence,” he adds. “God willing 
Puerto Rico will soon be made a state of the United States of America and then we will see how 
life improves for us all,” he proclaims as he chews around a large piece of sweet pineapple.  
 The children snicker and Tia Eterbina gives them a warning look as Tio Federico sits up 
straighter in his chair. 
 “But you see, this is where we disagree Don Carmelo. I’m sorry to refute the opinion of 
my guest but I do not believe that Puerto Rico will ever be made a state and what’s more I do 
not believe this would be best for our island.” 
 “But Don Federico, why not? Surely you must see that as a state we would be able to 
participate more fully in the economy of our rich nation and that Puerto Ricans would benefit 
from this. It is the next logical step after obtaining our citizenship. How can we be true citizens if 
we are not truly part of the United States?”  
 “You are right, Don Carmelo, we are not true citizens. Even though the U.S. proclaimed 
us United States Citizens when the Jones Act was passed a few years ago, our governor is still 
appointed by the President of the United States and our education and legal systems are still 
controlled by Washington, D.C., not by the people of Puerto Rico. And what is more, I have read 
in La Democracia about what the American people think of us. They think we are an island of 
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poor, ignorant, Negros106. They will never allow Puerto Rico to become a state, and if they did 
we would lose our identity as Puerto Ricans.” 
 “Calmate107 Federico,” Tia Eterbina said soothingly. Although she knew that her brother 
was right –in fact her politics went further because she resented the fact that even though she 
was just as interested and informed about politics as Federico, because she was a woman, she 
did not have the right to vote. But she would not say this to these men and besides she did not 
want their nice luncheon to turn into a political argument. “We all want what is best for Puerto 
Rico,” she continued. “It is good to learn about and debate these issues so that the best 
decisions can be made, but not at the lunch table. Now it is a time to digest in peace,” she said 
with a smile.  
 “You are right hermana,” Federico said looking with affection at his sister. “I meant no 
offense Don Carmelo.” 
 “No offense taken Don Federico,” Carmelo said and smiled at Doña Delores as she 
heaped more fruit onto his empty plate. “Whether we have statehood or an associated 
territory, as I know you are in favor of, we all want Puerto Ricans to be able to rule ourselves. On 
this we can agree.” 
 “Yes, on this we can agree,” Tio Federico said nodding. And eyeing Don Carmelo’s 
stained shirt, he said with a smile, “And we can also agree that Doña Eterbina sets a wonderful 
luncheon table.” Everyone murmured their agreement, as Lanie decided that her visit was over.  
__________ 
                                                 
106 Blacks 
107 Calm yourself 
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 She wanted to leave and take time to think about what she’d heard. She was worried 
about what Tio Federico said about Negros. She knew that meant people of African descent. She 
thought about Toñita and her family being Mulatto in the census just ten years ago. Are these 
the people Tio Federico is talking about? Does Tio Federico feel the same as White Americans 
about people with some African descent, one of whom would one day join with his family to 
produce Lanie? She needed to think about it some more but right now she had a headache and 
just wanted to return to her own time and sleep on a nice soft bed. 
Manuel de los Santos Conti Y Caban -- Census Day, Friday, January 23, 1920 
 Doña Fina is tending her garden when the enumerator arrives. She quickly dips her 
hands in the can of water she’s using to water the flowers and then dries them on her apron, 
tucks a loose strand of hair into her bun and walks over to greet her visitor. The woman, who 
introduces herself as Sra. Eufemia Estacio, explains her business. Doña Fina smiles and offers her 
guest a seat on the bench beneath the banana tree. The day is sunny and breezy; perfect for 
sitting in Fina’s garden – the most beautiful garden on Calle Luna, maybe in Barrio Santa 
Barbara, she tells herself. Her goal is to have the most beautiful garden in the whole city of 
Aguadilla. She looks with satisfaction over the riot of flowers: the deep purple/pink of the 
Duende en Navidad, orange Adjuntas, blue Orchids, and her favorite, the deep red Amapola 
bush.  
 “My husband is working and the children are in school,” Fina explains to Doña Eufemia. 
You have only me here to answer your questions,” she adds. 
 “That is fine Doña Fina. I appreciate you taking time from tending your garden – such a 
beautiful garden here in the heart of the City! -- to talk with me,” Eufemia gushes.  
Fina smiles again and begins to answer Doña Eufemia’s questions. The jefe of the 
household is her husband Feliciano de los Santos Conti Y Caban, 55 years old. He cannot read or 
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write, works for himself painting houses, and he owns this home. Doña Fina notices that the 
census taker seems nervous; her hand shakes a little as she writes. Despite this Doña Eufemia 
continues to ask her questions quickly, one after the other, encouraging Doña Fina to speak 
quickly as well.  
 She gives her own name as Serafina Cortez Torres, esposa de Feliciano. She is 43 years 
old, cannot read or write, cannot speak English, and has no employment. 
 Doña Fina’s voice softens and slows down a bit when she describes the two children 
who are still living with her. Remigia Arce Cortés is 15 years old, attending school, and can read 
and write. She cannot speak English and has no employment. The other child living at home is 
Manuel. He is 11 years old, attends school, can read and write, and even speaks some English 
that he is learning in school.  
 As Doña Eufemia writes, Doña Fina has a flash of memory. Manuel is small, maybe four 
or five and he is playing outside, under the bedroom window, with a tin car one of his older 
sisters gave him for his birthday. The wheels of the car make a grinding noise against the 
pebbles as he rolls the car around and around. She remembers Feliciano charging out of the 
house in his underwear and grabbing the boy. He drags Manuel inside shouting that he has no 
respect for his father who works hard and needs his sleep. She closes her eyes for a moment 
and she can hear the child screaming as the switch comes down on his backside, over and over 
again. After that Manuel played with the car in a bucket of water so that the wheels would make 
no noise. But it doesn’t matter how careful Manuel tries to be, Feliciano always finds a reason to 
beat the boy.  
 She is drawn from her memory by Doña Eufemia rising and thanking her for the 
information. She’s surprised that the interview is so brief, and wonders if she has explained 
everything correctly. Did she tell her that Manuel is Feliciano’s son, while Remigia is his 
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stepdaughter, or niece as Feliciano prefers to refer to her? She shrugs as she turns back to 
watering her flowers. She doesn’t suppose it matters much either way. 
__________ 
 Even though by now Lanie knows that Censustakers’ make mistakes, she’s surprised by 
how wrong Doña Eufemia gets the information. She spells everyone’s name wrong – really 
wrong; she marks Manuel down as Feliciano’s son but gives him his half-sister’s last name – Arce 
Cortés. And, as Fina suspects, Remigia is listed as Feliciano’s daughter. Lanie smiles. How can 
adults be so wrong? She wonders what use all this information is if so much of it is messed up.  
 Like Fina, she shrugs. There’s nothing she can do about it anyway. But she doesn’t shrug 
off the sadness she feels at not being able to see Manuel and especially of how mean the little 
boy’s father is to him. She wishes she could take a switch to Feliciano’s bum, she thinks fiercely. 
Not only do adults make mistakes and lie to children, but some of them beat them up! She feels 
tears prickling at the corners of her eyes. She really, really wants to hug Manuel and she’s really 
sad that he’s not here – but she’s glad that he gets to go to school. (And that’s not normal for 
her. She’s always happy when school lets out for the summer and she can be free to have fun. 
But since taking these trips she has a whole new view of school and how lucky she is that she 
gets to go.) Then she remembers that Manuel is 11 years old, only a year younger than she is 
and thinks it might be really awkward if she tried to hug him. She knows he would be able to see 
her, but guesses that he would ignore her just like Venancia did. Venancia, wow. She is going to 
be Manuel’s wife. Lanie hopes that he will be nice to her and especially that he will be nice to 
their kids. She hopes he never beats his kids like his father beat him.  
 Lanie should probably leave now but she doesn’t want to. She sits down in the flower 
garden and breathes in the perfume contentedly. Since she can’t see her great grandfather, 
she’ll stay just a little longer in this beautiful place and connect with his mother. 
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__________ 
 Usually Doña Fina goes to her garden to clear her mind of all worries. But after talking 
with the Census-taker her mind gets caught up with her family and all the heartache she feels. 
She mustn't think about these things. They do no good. She is Señora Serafina Cortés Y Torres 
de Conti and she can’t change that. No matter that Feliciano cheats on her and has a child with a 
girl half his age – her cheeks burn when she thinks of that. No matter that he drove her children 
from home with his cruelty and continues to abuse his remaining stepdaughter and even his 
own son. She can do nothing to change that because she is a woman, she is poor, cannot read or 
write, and because God decrees that a woman must stay with her husband no matter what. 
Doña Fina blushes again when she thinks of all she did not tell Doña Eufemia. She has no right to 
know any of this of course. In fact, Fina thinks, she has no right to any information about her 
family. She was polite and answered her questions; she is always polite to strangers. But the 
truth is she does not like the government of the United States of America nor any of its 
representatives. In her heart Doña Fina has become an Independista. If she could vote she 
would vote for the Partido Union and would pray that Puerto Rico earn its independence from 
the United States. But she cannot vote of course because she is a woman.  Feliciano cannot vote 
either because he cannot read or write. Not that Feliciano wants to vote – he doesn’t care about 
politics. But if Fina were a man and if she could read and write she would certainly vote and she 
would vote for candidates who want Puerto Rico to be self-governing. Her son Antonio still 
reads her the newspaper on his frequent visits and she listens carefully when any of the 
neighbors talk politics. How surprised they would be to know that sweet Doña Fina, the one 
with the beautiful garden, the one who makes delicious pasteles108 at Christmas, is a fierce 
                                                 
108 Meat pies made with a maza of plantains and root vegetables and stuffed with a savory pork filling. 
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Independista. How surprised they would be to know that motherly Doña Fina has the spirit of El 
Grito de Lares still in her heart. Well it’s no one’s business anyway. 
__________ 
 Lanie has a lot to think about. There’s so much anger and hurt in Manuel’s family. And 
she’s surprised by how Doña Fina feels about the United States. Lanie has been taught that 
America is the strongest and best country in the world. We’re the good guys right? But it seems 
like a lot of people are not allowed to vote in Puerto Rico in 1920 and that some (a lot?) of 
people don’t think of themselves as Americans but as Puerto Ricans first. Lanie’s not sure if she 
agrees with her great great grandmother’s beliefs; doesn’t think she understands it all. But she’s 
going to think about it.  
Manuel Conty née Conti -- Census Day, Wednesday, April 16, 1930 
 Lanie’s great grandparents now live in New York City, and this visit she finds herself in 
the living room of a large apartment in a building on West 111th Street in Manhattan.  She looks 
around the crowded room and sees Manuel. He’s is very different from the cute baby she met in 
1910. Now he’s a grown man, about medium height and slim, with brown hair and eyes. He’s 
wearing what looks like a janitor’s uniform. She takes a step closer to him to hear what he’s 
saying to the enumerator and then suddenly freezes. What will he do when he sees her? Will he 
be afraid? Will he talk to her? She’s scared to find out so she turns slowly and walks around the 
room until she’s standing a few feet away behind him. She’s relieved when she realizes that he 
hasn’t seen her. Probably he didn’t notice her because the room and hes paying close attention 
to the enumerator. She breathes a sigh of relief and settles in to listen. 
__________ 
 “Please tell me your name, age, and your relationship to the head of this household,” 
the man who introduced himself as Mr. Milton V. Eletz, says briskly. 
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 “My name is Manuel Conti, I am 22 years old, and I am a lodger in Mr. Caro’s house,” he 
answers.  
 Luckily Milton can understand him. Some of these people are just impossible to 
understand. And luckily his name is easy to understand and spell as well. He knows how to spell 
Conty.  
 “Are you married or single Mr. Conty?” 
 “I am engaged,” he answers proudly. I will be married next month.” 
 “So single then,” Milton replies with a hint of impatience. “Please tell me where you 
were born and where your parents were born.” 
 “I was born in Puerto Rico and my parents were as well,” Manuel answers. 
 The rest of the interview goes swiftly. Milton records that Manuel is White and speaks 
English. He is employed as a porter in a hospital and was at work yesterday. He has never served 
in the military. 
 Milton moves quickly on to the next lodger in the household. There are ten people in all 
living in this apartment – a husband, wife, two female children, two adult male cousins of the 
head of house, and four adult male lodgers -- and he doesn’t have time to waste. He’s been 
conducting his visits in the evening so that he can interview people after they arrive home from 
work. He is proud of how quickly he can get through each apartment, especially since these 
people are packed in like sardines; almost every household has multiple lodgers living with the 
family members. This is an immigrant neighborhood with people from Greece, Italy, Germany, 
Austria, Finland, Russia – almost every country you can think of. But it’s the Porto Ricans he 
worries about. He swears that New York City is becoming overrun with them and they’re taking 
the few jobs there are away from Americans. That is one reason why the census is so important. 
People have to know that these people are here, and more are coming, so that something can 
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be done about it. Milton sighs, thanks Mr Caro for his cooperation, puts on his hat, and moves 
on to the building next door.  
__________ 
 Manuel is glad when the man leaves. When the door closes everyone breathes a sigh of 
relief and begins talking freely, as Doña Eulalia serves dinner. Manuel hasn’t been in New York 
long and still has a feeling of being an outsider. But to others he appears confident, strong-
willed, some might say difficult to get along with. But he is just honest and direct; says what he 
thinks. That’s the way a man is supposed to be in this world: tough and taking no nonsense from 
anyone. He tells people who complain about his gruff manner, “Yo soy franco.”109 
 He thinks then of his beautiful fiancé Venancia and feels happy. They will be married in 
less than three weeks, on Monday, May 26th and he cannot wait. He worked hard to get her to 
accept him. He knew another man had been pursuing her, but true to his character he had not 
given up and finally she relented. As he eats his arroz con habichuelas Manuel thinks about what 
their life will be like. They will be happy and prosperous he promises himself. He needs to find a 
better job. He was relieved to find the job as a hospital porter, but it does not pay enough to 
support his wife and future children. Venancia is working as a seamstress but he hopes when he 
gets a better job she will be able to quit and stay home and take care of his children . . . like his 
mother did. 
 Thinking of his mother makes him homesick. He misses Mamá Fina and his sisters. They 
are half- sisters but he loves them the same as he would full blood. He is glad that his mother 
found a good home with his half-brother Antonio when papá finally left her to live with his 
mistress and their daughter. But Manuel can’t help but feel sad at the break-up of his family. His 
father is a hard man but he loves him. How could a child not love his father? 
                                                 
109 I am truthful 
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 Someday he will take Venancia and their children to meet Mamá Fina in beautiful 
Aguadilla. But now he is here and he must get a better job. He has enrolled in night school to 
improve his English speaking, and learn to read and write in English. He wants to get a job with 
the government, maybe join the Merchant Marines. Government is his best chance since the 
trade unions do not accept Puerto Ricans, and the Merchant Marines would give him a chance 
to see the world. Some of his friends are angry that the unions discriminate against them and 
have gotten involved in politics, to try to change things, make them better they say. But he’s not 
interested in politics. There’s nothing he can do to change the racism in the United States. A 
man can only make the best of his own life. He’s always been good with his hands and he will 
put his skills to work to take care of his new wife and future children. Together they will get 
through this terrible Depression and make a good life for themselves. 
__________ 
 Lanie finally realizes that Manuel can’t see her. She’s not sure if she feels sad about that 
or relieved. It was easier with the children. She doesn’t know what she would say to an adult, 
who would probably ask questions that she can’t answer. No it’s better this way. Lanie can visit 
and just listen and she doesn’t have to worry about freaking anybody out.  
 And to tell the truth Lanie feels a little scared of Manuel. He was a sweet little boy but 
he seems to have grown into a hard man. It’s only when he thought of Venancia that he 
softened a little. Lanie smiles. They’re getting married in a few weeks! She wishes she could be 
there, but this adventure doesn’t work like that. So far she only gets to visit every ten years on 
census day. Well she’s looking forward to visiting her great grandmothers in New York and 
maybe finally getting to see great grandpa Felix Correa.  
 Lanie looks around again and spies the two little girls who live in the apartment. She 
walks over to watch them play. 
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Venancia Sanchez  -- Census Day, Monday, April 21, 1930 
 Lanie is surprised when she sees Milton V. Eletz sitting in the living room of Venancia’s 
apartment. She is, again in a large apartment, but this time on West 112th Street in Manhattan. 
That’s just one street away from where Manuel is living and obviously still in cranky Mr. Eletz’ 
interview area. He’s sitting across from Bienvenida, Venancia’s older sister and already in the 
middle of the interview by the time Lanie tunes in. 
 “Ok, who is the next person living in the house?” he asks. 
 “Venancia Sanchez, sister-in-luf to head of house,” Bienvenida says slowly, clearly 
struggling in English. 
 Mr. Eletz writes down “Nancy” for Venancia and Lanie snorts. He either didn’t 
understand the name and wrote the closest thing he heard, or he decided her name should be 
Nancy. He doesn’t slow down to help Bienvenida have time to think of the words, but continues 
to bark out his questions. “How old is she and is she married?” 
 “She 23 year old and not marry yet,” Bienvenida answers. He writes down her age and 
“S” for single. 
 “Has she attended school anytime since September 1, 1929 and can she read and 
write?” he continues. 
 “She no go to school but do read and write.” 
 Some of the rest of the stuff Lanie already knows, like that Venancia was born in Puerto 
Rico, or Porto Rico as the Americans spell it, and so were her parents and that her native 
language is Spanish. Bienvenida shakes her head no when Mr. Eletz asks if Venancia can speak 
English. But Lanie has been watching Venancia who is watching the interview and nodding her 
head every so often. It looks like she’s following the conversation so Lanie thinks she can at least 
understand English. She’s probably scared to speak it Lanie thinks; just like, in her real life, Lanie 
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is scared to speak Spanish. She doesn’t want to make a mistake and have people laugh at her. 
Bienvenida tells Mr. Eletz that Venancia is a wage laborer working as “finisher” and in the 
industry of “trimmings,” she says. Lanie knows that that Bienvenida means that Venancia works 
in a clothing factory, cutting threads and “finishing” each piece of clothing. 
 The interview goes slow but finally Mr. Eletz gets all the information he needs on what 
turns out to be the 12 people living in the apartment. It’s the mom (Bienvenida) and her 
husband Martín Riollano, their five year old son Cenen (boy, does Mr. Eletz get that spelling 
wrong! In fact from what Lanie can tell he spells almost all of the names really wrong) eight year 
old daughter Candida, Martin’s mother and his two grown up sisters, Venancia, and four grown 
up men lodgers. The apartment is big but not that big! Lots of people must share rooms and 
even beds in this house. 
 Mr. Eletz finally leaves and Lanie sits down at Venancia’s feet. As expected, now that 
Venancia is an adult she can’t see or hear her. Lanie sighs as she settles in to listen to Venancia 
and Bienvenida talking. 
__________ 
 “El Sr. Eletz me cai muy mal110,” Venancia says to her sister with a chuckle. 
 Bienvenida smiles. “Yes he did not have much patience with my poor English, but that is 
true of most of the Americanos I meet,” she says. 
 “Your English is great,” Venancia says reaching out to squeeze her sister’s hand. “I was 
so proud of you!”  
 “Yes, well, yours will get better the longer you’re here. After all you have been here less 
than two years and almost everybody you know speaks Spanish,” she says reassuringly. “You 
have not had much chance to practice.” 
                                                 
110 Literally “strikes me bad” meaning he does not make a good impression on her. 
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 That makes Venancia think back to her voyage from Puerto Rico on the S.S. Porto Rico 
on June 4, 1928. She remembers every detail about the most exciting adventure she has ever 
had. She came with her brothers Clemente and Pedro. In fact, Clemente generously paid her 
fare even though he does not make much money as a department store elevator operator. She 
came to live with Bienvenida and her husband and family, and now, in just a few weeks she will 
be married. 
 She smiles as she thinks about dancing with Manuel in this very house last night. As on 
most Sundays, friends and family dropped by and stayed for dinner. Times are hard so it’s poor 
food – a dish of corn meal mush and baccalao – but it was delicious and reminded everybody of 
home. And, also as usual, after dinner they pulled out the record player and rolled up the rugs 
so everyone could dance.  It was fun doing the Charleston with Bienbe, and even trying to tango 
with Clem, and of course dancing to all the Spanish love ballads with Manuel. Venancia and 
Bienbe went out to the park earlier in the day and had their pictures taken. She will remember 
that happy day every time she looks at those pictures. 
 This reminds her of another photograph taken a few years ago in San Lorenzo of her and 
Bienbe with a group of people dressed up for a fancy costume ball. That was another fun day. 
She had a good childhood. Tio Federico and Tia Eterbina weren’t rich but they were all 
comfortable on their finca. She never wanted for anything. She misses the family she left behind 
but she does not regret coming to New York. As much as making a living is a struggle, she knows 
she and the family she makes with Manuel will have many more opportunities here than they 
would on the Island. 
 Venancia is excited about her wedding but also scared to think she will be a wife and 
then a mother. There’s never enough money. How will she raise children if she has to continue 
to work just to put food in their mouths? But she feels lucky to have her job and that Manuel is 
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working too. There is so much prejudice here against Puerto Ricans. Many people cannot get 
work. Venancia reads The Daily News (she reads English well enough, it’s her speaking skills that 
need improvement) and no one is speaking up for the Puerto Rican people in New York. Of 
course the Depression is hard on everyone, not just the Puerto Ricans. It is important for our 
elected officials to represent the poor people. That is why Venancia has decided to register to 
vote as a Democrat. From what she can see they are the only ones who care about the poor.  
She is excited about voting for the first time in her life; in Puerto Rico women only got 
the right to vote last year. On the island, politics is all about the status question. People are 
passionate advocates for either statehood, or independence, or remaining a commonwealth; 
many Puerto Ricans still focus on that issue even in New York City. Venancia cares about that 
issue of course; she feels the island should remain associated with the United States, but she 
thinks people should also worry about the condition of Puerto Ricans – and all the poor people -
- in New York. She will do her part and stay informed on the issues and she will vote. Even so, 
she knows that the everyday concerns of life will take up most of her time and effort. She thinks 
that it is probably always like that for the poor. 
Correa/Velázquez Family -- Sometime in 1932 
 Lanie finds herself in a room lit only by candlelight. It’s early evening and she is in a 
bedroom with a big bed and a low dresser. On top of the dresser are several large, medium 
sized, and small candles in glass containers, the flames reflected in the large mirror backing the 
dresser. But there are lots of other things on the dresser too, like a pretty big statue of the 
Virgin Mary holding the baby Jesus, a vase holding paper flowers, a small crucifix, a bowl of fake 
fruit, and a glass of water. There are so many things that Lanie can’t take it all in. But she likes 
the overall picture she gets. Everything is pretty and looking at it makes her feel kinda peaceful.  
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 She looks over at Toñita who is sitting on the bed and staring at the dresser. Lanie 
knows that it is 1932 but she doesn’t know the exact date, and that is different. She knows she is 
in the home of her great grandparents Antonia and Felix Correa in New York City, but she 
doesn’t know the exact address. Different again. And then she realizes that there is no census 
enumerator; it is not census day at this house, and she is alone in the bedroom with her great 
grandmother. Toñita is 23 years old, tiny, (her feet don’t touch the floor when she sits on the 
bed) and pretty with long brown hair and the same sparkling brown eyes she had as a child. 
After a moment Toñita looks directly at her.  
 “Can you see me?” Lanie whispers. 
 “Si mija111, I can see you,” she answers in the same low tone. 
Laine is so surprised that for a moment she doesn’t know what to say. 
 “¿Me conoces?112” Toñita asks, just like Lanie asked the day she visited baby Toñita. 
 “You are Toñita Velázquez Velez, ah no, Antonia Correa now,” Lanie replies. 
 But the woman before her shakes her head gently. “No mija, you should not call me 
that. You should call me Nanny.” 
 Lanie smiles, knowing that her dad called his grandmother Nanny. “Ok, Nanny,” Lanie 
says. “Sorry.” 
 “That’s all right niña113. Don’t worry. I am so happy to see you,” she adds as she opens 
her arms and Lanie moves into them for a hug. 
 “My name is Lanie,” she says with a sly grin.  
                                                 
111 Yes child 
112 Do you know me? 
113 girl 
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 Nanny laughs a high pitched and loud laugh and then covers her mouth with her hand as 
though remembering she should be quiet. “Your name is Elena isn’t it?” she asks with the same 
grin Lanie just gave her.  
 “Yes, but nobody calls me that. Everyone just calls me Lanie.” 
 “All right, but Elena is such a beautiful name, isn’t it . . . Lanie?” she asks. 
 Lanie just nods. “It’s ok.” But ever since they hugged her mind has really been 
somewhere else. Nanny sees her staring at her belly. 
 “Yes I am going to have a baby,” she says with a wide smile. “I think it will be a boy and 
we will name him Gilberto.” 
 “Grandpa Gil,” she whispers.  
 Nanny suddenly looks sad. “He would have been your grandfather she says,” her eyes 
suddenly looking wet.  
 What do you mean, “would have been?” Lanie asks, feeling something funny in her own 
stomach.  
 “Oh mija, some things we can’t know until we’re ready,” Nanny says. “But don’t be sad,” 
she says brightly. “I am so happy you are here.” 
 “I know, you said that,” Lanie replies impishly. “But how come you can see and hear me 
and no other adults can?” 
 Nanny waves her had towards the dresser. “I practice Espiritismo,” she says. Perhaps I 
am more connected with the spiritual world than your other relatives. Here, in moments like 
this, is where the visible and invisible worlds come together.” 
 Lanie wonders, but doesn’t ask which one she is. Is she, Lanie, part of the visible or the 
invisible world? Instead she asks, “What is your husband, Felix, like?” 
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 Nanny laughs again. Lanie gets the idea that Nanny laughs a lot. “Oh he is a good man, a 
good hard-working man and he takes good care of me. But he disapproves of my practice of 
Espiritismo so I have to set up my alter while he is working in the store downstairs, and then put 
all of this away before he comes upstairs.” 
 “Why doesn’t he like it?” Lanie asks. 
 “He’s just not used to it. He never knew about it until he met me and I think he is a little 
afraid that it is a bad thing to do – that somehow I am tempting evil when I pray to my 
ancestors.” 
 “Oh! But it’s not evil?” she asks uncertainly. 
 “No mijita114, not at all. Well, anything can be used to do harm. Like if someone is mean 
to you . . .” but she doesn’t finish that sentence. “All you need to know is that it is not evil to 
connect with your ancestors. After all, isn’t that what you’re doing when you come to visit me?” 
 “Yeah!” Lanie says brightly. “We’re just getting to know and love the people who came 
before us right?” 
 “Exactly! You’re a very smart little girl,” Nanny says. 
 Lanie blushes and smiles. “Thank you.” And then after a moment she says, “I wish I 
could see Grandpa Felix – is it ok if I call him that? I never got to meet him when he was a child 
in Puerto Rico. I visited his family’s home but he didn’t live there.” 
 “Of course call him Grandpa Felix. I think he would like that. Fely had a very hard life as 
a child. He did not live with his family for very long. Maybe that is why you did not meet him. 
Why don’t we go downstairs to the store so you can see him?” 
 “Can we? That would be great,” Lanie said beaming. 
                                                 
114 Little daughter (an endearment) 
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 Nanny quickly blows out the candles and puts away most of the items on the dresser 
before leading the child downstairs to the neighborhood store she runs with her husband. 
 “You know he will not be able to see you right?” Nanny warns. 
 Lanie just nods, excited to finally see her great grandfather Felix. 
__________ 
 Fely is relieved to see Toñita enter the store. It suddenly got busy and he’s not able to 
keep an eye on all the customers to make sure no one steals anything. But she does not 
immediately go to work; it seems like she is thinking about something else, and when she comes 
near she smells like candle smoke. She must have been doing that tonteria115 again he thinks. He 
knows she has not stopped setting up her altar, praying to her ancestors, and going into trances 
when he is not around. But he never says anything to her. As long as she does not bother him 
with it he won’t start a fight. He motions to her to see what that group of young boys are doing 
in the candy aisle while he finishes tallying up Sra. Garcia’s groceries.  
 In these times hardly anyone has money left by this time of the month, so his customers 
sign for their groceries and then pay him when they get paid at the end of the month. He does 
not worry about it. Many of the people in the neighborhood are regular customers and he 
knows they will pay. He adds up the cost of each item in his ledger book. A loaf of bread, 5 
cents, 5 lbs of rice, 15 cents, 1 pound of 8 O’Clock coffee, 19 cents, a can of pink beans, 5 cents, 
a dozen eggs, 18 cents, a can of ham, 27 cents, and half a pound of American cheese, 12 cents; 
the total is $1.01 but he gives Sra. Garcia a slip of paper that says she owes $1.03, and writes 
that amount in his ledger book. I couple of pennies here and there “poniendo el dedo116” as he 
                                                 
115 foolishness 
116 Literally “putting the finger,” as in putting your finger on a scale to increase the weight/cost of a 
commodity. 
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calls it won’t hurt her, but the pennies add up and help him earn more profit. Sometimes a 
sharp customer catches him at it and when that happens he just apologizes for the mistake. In 
the end he thinks that there’s more good than harm that comes from the practice.  
Sra. Garcia is distracted and doesn’t notice that he added 2 cents to her bill. Feli puts the 
items in two bags whose weight he tries to balance. He hands Sra. Garcia her bill and then helps 
her to balance a bag in each arm. “Do you need help carrying your bags home Sra.?” He eyes her 
slim figure and wonders if her husband is at home. 
 “No, I’m fine Don Felix,” she replies. “Thank you and good night.” 
 “Goodnight. Say hello to your husband for me,” he says as he holds the door open for 
her. He turns back to see Toñita tallying the purchases for the next customer. For a moment he 
looks at her tenderly. He’s not the kind of man who dotes on his wife. He is a practical, matter-
of-fact man, and in fact, like all real Puerto Rican men has an eye for the ladies, but he can’t help 
smiling a little as he regards his wife’s belly. Soon his first child will be born. Toñita insists she 
knows it will be a boy, but he knows it is not possible to tell. And not for the first time he is 
grateful that on his deathbed his father Eustaquio finally acknowledged his firstborn son. Now 
he can pass down his rightful name to his children. That has always been important to him. Then 
he looks around the tiny store with a frown. It is barely enough to support the two of them. He 
needs to expand his business to be able to support a family.  
He is proud that he owns his own business. He was able to pay a few months’ rent 
upfront for the store and the apartment above and buy stock with the money he’s been saving 
for years -- ever since he peddled household goods on the dirt roads of Puerto Rico, and then 
while he worked as a hospital porter when he first landed in New York. The sale of his carreta 
and donkey was enough to pay his fare from San Juan to New York City, and his frugality over all 
these years meant he could finally open this little neighborhood grocery store with Toñita. 
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Although they don’t make much profit, adding pennies to some of his customers’ bills helps, and 
having a grocery store means they never go hungry. With Toñita pregnant that is even more 
important. Even though the profit is small, once again he has been able to save and soon they 
will find a new location to open a bigger store.  
Fely is now 34, has worked for himself since he was 13 years old, and he knows he will 
do so for the rest of his life. He will never rely on anyone else to make his living. He and Toñita 
work hard and they do not waste their money. Even in the middle of this Depression he will be 
able to provide for his family. And when it is over they will prosper. Yes, his children will want 
for nothing. He will not spoil them; they too will work. But they will have opportunities he never 
had in Puerto Rico. That is, after all, why he came to the States. He misses his brothers and 
sisters and hopes to visit them someday. But for now he will focus on what is important, 
building his business and caring for his wife and his children to come. 
__________ 
 Everyone is worried about money. Lanie now understands that The Great Depression is 
a scary time for all. But she also knows that her great grandparents, while they have to work 
very hard and have lots of worries, are doing pretty well compared to many other people. Lots 
of people can’t find work in this era, but all four of her Puerto Rican great grandparents are 
working and able to support themselves, even if just barely. She suddenly feels a sense of pride. 
 She follows Grandpa Felix with her eyes as he continues to serve his customers. Finally 
she gets to meet him – or see him at least. It turns out that Felix Correa or even Felix Rodriguez 
cannot be found in the 1910 and 1920 censuses. She’s not sure why, but thinks it might be 
because he ran away from home as a child and as a traveling peddler he might not have had a 
permanent address. He wandered the dirt roads of Puerto Rico, as he says, and somehow he 
was overlooked by the government of the United States of America. Felix and Antonia Correa 
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also cannot be found in the 1930 census. That must be why Lanie finds herself here on some 
random day in 1932, meeting them when they are a young couple, awaiting the birth of their 
first child. 
 Felix is tough; similar to Manuel Conty, she muses. She wonders if that is because both 
of them had fathers who didn’t take good care of them. She noticed that he cheated Sra. Garcia 
and she felt uncomfortable when she saw how he looked at her. She wonders if Nanny saw that 
look. She’s a little scared of her great grandfathers but she’s proud of them too. She’s so glad 
she has a chance to get to know them a little bit. 
Conty Family -- Census Day, Wednesday, April 10, 1940 
 Two year old Nancy sits quietly on her mother’s lap while Venancia talks with Mr. Ralph 
Curzio from the United States Census office. Two small boys are playing with some toy cars in 
the corner and there’s the sound of loud, quite alarming actually, snoring coming from another 
room. It’s early evening when Lanie finds herself in a two bedroom apartment on East 110th 
Street in Manhattan, and she’s looking into the eyes of her Abuela.  
She searches for a resemblance with the 78 year old woman she knows and loves, and 
thinks maybe she sees it in her eyes. The child, who has a round face and brown hair in a bowl 
cut and looks almost Asian, is looking straight at her without smiling. Lanie knows that Venancia 
doesn’t see her. She remembers Abuela telling her something about children and elderly people 
being closer to the spirit realm and therefore able to see things that most people can’t. That 
seems to be right, when it comes to this adventure anyway. 
 Lanie turns her attention to the interview, eager to learn what life was like was like 
when Abuela was little. 
__________ 
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 Venancia is surprised and relieved to learn that Mr. Curzio speaks Spanish. She is always 
embarrassed when she’s required to speak and she doesn’t think she could do this interview in 
English. Manuel is taking his after dinner nap, tired out after a day of hard physical labor. 
Venancia is grateful that Mr. Curzio ignores the roar that is coming from their bedroom and is 
polite, if business-like, as he asks his questions. 
 “How much rent do you pay for this apartment Señora?” 
 “$25 per month,” she replies. 
 “And who is the jefe of the house and what is that person’s age?”  
 “My husband, Manuel Conty, 33 years old” she replies, glancing briefly towards the 
bedroom. Venancia continues answering his questions as he fills in the blanks on the form. 
 Manuel Conty, head, male, White, 33, married, highest grade of school completed: 7. 
Born in Porto Rico. Residence in 1935: New York. For employment he writes “Yes” under the 
column for Public Emergency Work; laborer for his profession, and under Industry he writes 
“park maintenance project.” Sr. Conty worked 26 weeks in 1929, his income is $378 per year, 
and he has no other income.  
 Next is Venancia Conty, wife female, White, 33, married, highest grade: 3. Born in Porto 
Rico. Residence in 1935 New York. Employment: Homemaker. 
 Then there is Manuel Conty, Jr., son, White, 8 years old, single, highest grade: 2. Born in 
New York and lived in New York in 1935. 
Michael Conty Jr., son, white, male, 7 years old, single, highest grade: 1. Born in New 
York. Residence in 1935 New York. 
Nancy Conty, daughter, female, white, 2 years old. Highest grade completed: 0. Born in 
New York. Residence in 1935 New York. 
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Mr. Curzio leaves immediately after finishing the interview, leaving Venancia to think 
about what she told him as she bathes Nancy and gets her ready for bed. She told him she only 
had a third grade education. It’s true she only attended a proper school until the 3rd grade, but 
she was tutored by teachers who lived with her aunt and uncle and her aunt Aracelis also helped 
her study for many years. She reads The Daily News every day to keep up on current events, 
(she’s been reading and worrying about the war in Europe), she likes to read romance novels in 
Spanish, and is generally considered well educated among her family and friends. But the U.S. 
Census does not have a space where she can describe her education, so the government record 
will show that she is not much better than illiterate. 
Venancia looks around her home. They are lucky to have a nice apartment in this mostly 
Puerto Rican neighborhood. It is a struggle making ends meet with only Manuel working, but 
she needs to stay home to take care of the children. Manuel does not want her to work anyway, 
but she hopes when the children are older, when the boys are old enough to watch Nancy, she 
will be able to go back to work at the garment factory and it will not be such a struggle to 
survive. She looks down at her daughter lovingly. She wants Nancy to have nice things, pretty 
dresses, a good education, the best that life has to offer. Even though she did not have a 
mother, Venancia had a comfortable and happy childhood. And she wants that for Nancy – for 
all her children . . . but there’s something about a daughter. She foresees that they will be close, 
will be friends in Venancia’s old age. She is so happy that her third child was a girl, that she had 
her girl before the doctor told her that having more children would be dangerous for her weak 
heart. She chuckles to herself. She may have a weak heart but it’s strong in her love for her 
children. She lays Nancy down in her crib and then turns to get her sons ready for bed. 
__________ 
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 The snoring has stopped and Lanie heads into Manuel’s bedroom to find out how he is 
doing. She finds him lying on his back wearing only a pair of boxer shorts, staring up at the 
ceiling. She’s embarrassed and decides to sit on the floor with her back to the bed so she can 
listen to his thoughts without seeing any naked parts. 
__________ 
 Everyone says The Great Depression is over and things are getting better. Manuel hopes 
so. They also say that the United States will be forced to enter the war in Europe. He does not 
wish for war but on the other hand he thinks that there will be more opportunities for work for 
him if that happens. He’s been thinking for a while about trying to get a job at Raymie Air Force 
base in Aguadilla. That would help him achieve his two biggest dreams: getting a better paying 
job to support his family; and bringing his family to Aguadilla so that his mother can meet 
Venancia and his children, and so they will know her. He has kept in touch with Mamá Fina – he 
knows that his half-brother Antonio reads his letters to her – and he longs to see her again, as 
well as his sisters. He remembers how kind Estefana and Remigia were to him as a child. He has 
very fond memories of them. 
 Yes that is his dream, to find well-paying work in Aguadilla and be within visiting 
distance of his mother on Calle Progreso. He chuckles bitterly at the thought that he came to the 
States for a better life, but the Depression came and in truth he’s not that much better off than 
he would have been in Puerto Rico. He thinks of his father who lived in poverty during his last 
years with his daughter Enriqueta and her husband Octavio and their many children. Octavio is a 
street sweeper and Manuel is a parks maintenance man. Where is the difference? Do not 
mistake, he is glad he has a job; he knows many do not. And he thinks Franklin D. Roosevelt is a 
great man for creating The New Deal that has created jobs for so many – including himself. Yes, 
as Venancia says, it is the Democrats who care at all for the poor people, so he will always be a 
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Democrat. But a man must shift for himself as well. Look out for any opportunity and grab it 
when it comes. That is why he’s thinking about going back to Aguadilla – well part of the reason 
at least. He thinks then of his step-brother Antonio who Mamá Fina lives with and who is doing 
quite well as the owner of his own store. Antonio is an arrogant man who thinks he cagas mas 
arriba del culo117. Manuel is not jealous of him. He is not. He just does not like the man.  
 At this moment Manuel hears the boys arguing with their mother about bedtime. He 
gets up and charges out of the bedroom, ready to give them both the paliza118 they have 
coming. 
 Lanie cringes when Manuel jumps from the bed. She doesn’t want to see the boys 
getting hit so she decides to end her visit. 
Correa Family -- A Winter Day in 1941 
 Felix and Antonio Correa and their three boys do not appear in the 1940 census. In fact, 
Grandpa Felix has been ignored by or avoided the United States of America’s census count for 
all his life so far. Lanie figures this out when she finds herself visiting the Correa side of her 
family, again, on some random day in 1941. She wonders how in the world Felix could have 
been missed by the two censuses that were taken in Puerto Rico during his first 30 or so years of 
life, as well  as the two censuses that were taken during the next 20 years he spent in New York. 
It’s like Grandpa Felix is a ghost, she thinks. She knows that Felix was born a subject of the 
Spanish Empire. For the rest of his childhood he, like all Puerto Ricans, had no citizenship. And 
then, when he was 20 years old, American citizenship was given to all Puerto Ricans. All this 
happened during his lifetime, but there is almost no record that it happened to him. Lanie 
                                                 
117 Literally “shits higher than his ass.” Meaning someone who thinks he is better than others. 
118 beating 
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laughs when she thinks of calling him “Ghost Grandpa.” She is doubly glad that she’s gone on 
this adventure so that she can learn a little about who Felix Correa is and what kind of life he 
leads. 
 Lanie is in the country again but it’s nothing like Puerto Rico. No, its winter and she’s on 
a farm in an area of New York State called Leptondale. She’s standing in the front yard of a big 
old house – two stories and an attic it looks like – with lots of snow-covered land all around it. 
There’s a slushy dirt road in front of the house and to the side she can see a chicken coop, a 
barn with a cow mooing inside, and just beyond that a pen with pigs snuffling through a long 
wooden trench filled with garbage. On the other side of the house there are four or five kids, all 
bundled up, having a snow ball fight, and just beyond that a wooded area that includes oak, 
maple, and birch trees, and several different kinds of fir trees.  
It’s cold so Lanie climbs the steps to the front porch and enters a door that leads directly 
to a big living room. The room has an old beat-up green couch, a braided rug like she’s seen in 
pictures of old-time houses, and a few chairs scattered around. There’s also a big wooden 
bureau sitting on one corner.  
She sees Nanny sitting on a wooden rocker with a baby on her lap. She’s as short as 
ever, (her feet don’t reach to floor so she has to throw herself back in the chair to rock) but now 
she’s kind of chubby, wearing a faded dress that has a button stretched tight – looks like it will 
pop off any minute – across her very big breasts. And something seems to be wrong with one of 
her legs. One is very fat and a little red; it looks like a balloon ready to pop, while the other one 
is skinnier; looks normal. Lanie steps closer and Nanny smiles at her, not seeming at all 
surprised.  
 “So you have come to visit me again, have you?”  
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Lanie doesn’t answer but says what’s uppermost on her mind. “What happened to your leg? 
Does it hurt?” 
 Nanny chuckles. “It hurts a little. I have had this for a long time. I am used to it.” 
 “But what is it? How did it get like that?” she persists, trying not to stare. 
 Nanny sighs. “It happened when I was a little girl. I went outside one night when I was 
not supposed to. I was crying and wanted to go and find my mother. I slipped and fell into a 
stream and the next day my leg swelled up like this. It has been like this ever since. Sometimes it 
is better, sometimes worse. Today it is a little worse. But don’t worry mija. I am all right. I have 
some medicine from the doctor. I am supposed to wear a tight stocking but I took it off today so 
my leg would get some air.” 
 Lanie nods, not knowing what to say. She looks out the window at the kids throwing 
snowballs and screaming when they hit their targets. “Your sons are out there.” It’s not really a 
question. 
 “Yes, my oldest Gilbert and Felix Jr. are playing with the children of Sr. & Sra. Viero. We 
are staying with them in their house for a little while. Nanny too looks out the window. “They 
are 8 and 7 years old. And this is Evaristo, my baby. He is 11 months old.” 
 Lanie smiles at the fat sleeping baby and then remembers, “Grandpa Gil? Can I go talk to 
him? He died before I was born so I never met him.”  
 Nanny’s face suddenly turns white and she opens her mouth but no words come out. 
Lanie freezes. She realizes in that moment that she told Nanny about her oldest son’s death; 
told her he died before he knew his grandchildren.  
 “I’m sorry, I, I’m so sorry,” she gasps out. But Nanny can no longer see or hear her. She 
pushes herself forward on the rocker so her feet touch the floor and stands up with the baby 
still in her arms. She stares out the window for another moment and then leaves the room. 
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 Lanie slumps down on a chair with a thud that only she can hear. She can’t believe she 
was so stupid. She didn’t think about what she was saying because she was so excited to see 
little Grandpa Gil. She hears the kids yelling in their play and looks out at them again. They are 
so close but after what she’s done she can’t bring herself to go to them. She feels confused and 
guilty and can’t do anything but sit there and stare at two small boys, wrestling on the ground 
on the edge of the woods. 
__________ 
 “Do you think Don Felix will be able to come to visit this Sunday?” Sra. Viero asks, as she 
pulls five plates, and then another five down from the cupboard in her big kitchen. 
 Toñita sighs and says, “I don’t know if he will be able to, Doña Carmen. He comes 
whenever he can you know.” 
 “Oh I know!” Doña Carmen says quickly, as she dips a spoon into the pot to taste the 
habichuelas. “Don Felix is a very good husband and father. I know he does the best he can for 
you.” 
 “Just as Don Manuel takes care of you and your children,” she says with a slight smile. 
She knows that Doña Carmen is hoping that Fely will come with the bags of groceries he always 
provides, and that she’s also trying to get information about what is happening with him. “I will 
call the children in for dinner now,” she says as moves to the front of the house, with the baby 
still in her arms.  
“Yes, thank you,” Doña Carmen says with another smile. 
The Viero’s are good people. Toñita is grateful that they have welcomed her and her 
sons to their home in the country while Fely straightens out his business in the City, but it is 
also hard to maintain her privacy. Although she likes the country -- it’s clean and there’s no 
crime and she does not have to worry about the children here -- she will be glad to go back to 
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New York City when Fely says they can. She will be happy to be together with her husband 
again, and to be away from the prying questions and watchful eyes of their Spaniard friends, 
Don Manuel and Doña Carmen Viero.   
Venancia Conty -- Fordham Hospital, Friday, October 25, 1957 
 Lanie’s heart sinks when she realizes where she is. Venancia, older but still beautiful and 
now kind of regal looking, is laying in a hospital bed.  
__________ 
 Venancia has been in the hospital for weeks now. First with an appendicitis and then she 
contracted a blood clot in her leg. The doctor wanted to amputate but time has run out. 
She is 50 years old and has been separated from Manuel for seven years. She never 
thought her husband would leave her. They were happy for a while; she has memories of happy 
times as a family. But then she thinks back to that awful fight between Manuel and Mike -- the 
last of many beatings Mike took from his father. That was the day Manuel threw his second son 
out of the house. He was 17 years old and forced to sleep on the couches of friends, and she did 
not want to think about where else. Her middle child was always the rebel in the family. His 
father was right when he said that he ran with a bad crowd. She too had worried that he would 
come to a bad end, but she could never be convinced to disown him. When Manuel found out 
that she’d been seeing Mike, bringing him food and money, he was furious. He made her choose 
between them. She chose her son and she does not regret it. It was hard being a mother with no 
husband, but somehow she made it work. Day to day life was not much different than all those 
months each year when Manuel was sailing with the Merchant Marines. But after they 
separated he did not send her any more money. It was only her income working as a seamstress 
for a family garment business that supported the family. Sonny had already joined the Navy and 
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Mike did not live at home for long after that, and then it was just her and Nancy. And just like 
she had hoped, in those years her daughter became her best friend and the light of her life.  
And then Nancy’s daughter Ellen was born and there was another light in her life. Ellen 
is now 16 months old and still loves it when her Abuelita sings to her. “Wake up little Susie, 
wake up! We've both been sound asleep. Wake up little Susie and weep.The movie's over, it's 
four o'clock And we're in trouble deep. Wake up little Susie, wake up!” She wishes she could live 
to see Ellen grow up, and the new baby too. But at least she was able to see him. Nancy just left 
and was telling her about the baby who they named after his father. Venancia was too weak to 
go and see him even though he’d been born a few days ago in the same hospital, and of course 
they don’t allow babies in her ward. But Venancia assured Nancy that the Virgin Mary had 
brought the infant to her. She smiled to herself remembering Nancy’s surprised look when she 
described the baby perfectly.  
 Venancia worried about Nancy. Already her marriage to Gil was a difficult one. But she 
had grown up to be a smart and strong young woman and, in her heart, Venancia knows that 
she will survive whatever trials life holds in store for her. In the end Nancy will make a good life 
for herself and her family.  
__________ 
 Lanie’s feels tears dropping as she moves closer to the bed. Venancia looks back at her 
with wide eyes. 
 “Are you an angel?” she whispers. 
 Lanie’s chuckle comes out more like a sob. “Far from it,” she says. “I’m Lanie, your great 
granddaughter.” 
 Venancia nods. “I think I remember you,” she says. “Did you visit me in Puerto Rico 
when I was a child?” 
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 “Yes,” Lanie says. “I visited you twice, once when you were a baby and again when you 
were 11 years old.” 
 “Now I remember,” Venancia says weakly. Her eyes close in exhaustion. Lanie knows 
she will sleep now and that she will not wake up, but she wants one more thing from her. 
 “La bendición119, abuelita,” she says, leaning close to Venancia’s ear. 
 Venancia’s lips turn up in a weak smile. “Que Dios te bendigas and te acompañes120,” 
Venancia whispers. And then Lanie leaves her in peace. 
Manuel Conty  -- Bayamon, Puerto Rico, Wednesday, August 19, 1970 
 After spending most of his adult life in the States Manuel moved back to Puerto Rico, 
and he married again – a spinster career woman more than 20 years his junior named Angela 
Sosa. In August 1984 they live together in a sweet little house, surrounded by flowers, in 
Bayamon, Puerto Rico. 
 But Lanie is in a hospital again and she knows what this means. Good thing she’s a tough 
kid or this would all be too much. She’s sad of course, very sad. But she’s beginning to think of 
death not as an end, but as a change. She never really thought about it before. She doesn’t go to 
church so she doesn’t believe in heaven and hell. But after all she’s experienced on this 
adventure it seems that there’s probably more than just the life we have on earth. Whatever 
that means, she knows that death isn’t final. 
__________ 
 Manuel is 76 years old and has been in and out of the hospital many times this past 
year. He has many things wrong with him but the worst, the thing that will kill him, is the lung 
                                                 
119 Literally “the blessing.” Lanie is asking for her grandmother’s blessing. A tradition among Puerto Rican 
children. 
 
120 May God bless and be with you. 
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disease. As he struggles to breathe even with the inhalator, he begins to think back on his life 
and his family. Like everyone he has made mistakes, but it is no use having regrets. He has done 
the best he could as a husband and a father. He has always worked hard and supported himself 
and his family when the children were young. It was good to see Nancy and Ellen when they 
came a few months ago. It had been a long time. He thinks about his oldest son, dead now for 
14 years. He was only 39 years old and left three small children. That death never should have 
happened. He is still bitter about that. Sonny’s wife moved the family to Florida soon after 
Sonny died and he has not seen his grandchildren since.  More bitterness. And he has not seen 
Mike in years. They always had a difficult relationship. Mike was wild when he was young. But 
now he is married to a nice woman and has two daughters of his own. He wonders if his middle 
son will come to his funeral. But the worst pain in his heart is for the love of his life Venancia. He 
never should have let her go. But sometimes things happen in life that you cannot control. In 
1957 he was back in NYC and they had talked about getting back together. But it was too late. 
She died before they could reconcile.  
 Now he is married to Angie. He knows he is hard on her but he has no patience when 
people do not do things right. She has been taking care of him – as a wife should – but 
sometimes he just gets fed up with being sick and in pain and she pays the price. 
 He breathes heavily through the tube. He is tired. Something catches his eye in the 
corner of the room and when he looks he swears he sees a pretty little girl sitting on the floor. 
But who is this? Children are not allowed in his room. She looks away when she sees his eyes on 
her, looking a little alarmed, and does not say a word. She looks vaguely familiar. Like he should 
know her.  
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 “Where did you come from muñeca121?” he tries to say but through the tube it comes 
out only as noise. She smiles uncertainly at him and he tries to smile back. It is then that he 
begins to see pictures in his head of good days in his life. Playing with his sisters in his parents’ 
house in Aguadilla; an outing with Venancia and the children at Jones Beach in New York; taking 
Ellen and her friend to see the sights of Puerto Rico when they visited after high school 
graduation; the time he sent Nancy a ticket and she vacationed with him on the Island. He closes 
his eyes and smiles. The last sound he hears is a child crying. 
Felix Correa -- Pompano Beach, Florida, Thursday, October 4, 1990 
 Sometimes he knows that he is confused. He spends his last days in a deep fog. He does 
not know who all the people are who keep coming in and out of his room. Some people he 
thinks he should recognize but he just does not. He thinks the little girl standing in the corner of 
the room might be one of his granddaughters. He does not know her name but he knows 
somehow she belongs to him. He likes children; has always had a soft spot for little girls. This 
one smiles shyly at him and he smiles back.  
 “Look who is here!” he says. “Thank you for coming to see me.” 
 “I’m glad to see you again,” the little girl says. 
 “I am sorry I cannot remember your name,” he admits with a tremor in his voice. 
 “My name is Elena.” 
 “Elena. That is a pretty name,” he tells her. 
 “Yes,” she says, and believes it this time. “Do you know where you are?” 
 “No, I am sorry,” he admits. 
 “It’s ok. Don’t worry. You’re in a hospital in Florida.” 
 “I live in Florida?” 
                                                 
121 Literally “doll.” It’s an endearment Manuel used when talking to little girls. 
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“Yes. You are Felix Correa Rodriguez. It is Wednesday, October 4, 1990 and you have 
lived with your wife and youngest son in Florida for the last few years.   
“Oh,” he says uncertainly. And I am sick?” 
“Yes, you have had a stroke” she answers sadly.  
As though he did not hear he asks, “How old am I?” 
“You are 93 years old.” 
 He laughs weakly at that. “That is very old.” 
 “You’ve lived a good long life Grandpa Felix.” 
 “Yes, I think I have,” he huffs out. 
  And then he is tired and closes his eyes for a moment, watching the scenes play out 
under his eyelids. He does not try to understand them; just watches with interest. There is a 
young boy, small and thin leading a carreta and donkey down a dusty road. Then there is a 
young man on his wedding day beaming at his bride. He sees two small boys playing ball in the 
street while their mother watches with a baby in her arms. And then other children, lots of 
children, some of them with names that twist his tongue, and an older man smiling and 
watching them play. He flinches in pain and he does not know if it’s from his illness or from 
seeing that same older man collapsing when he’s told that his eldest son is dead. The man is 
crying because he never got to say goodbye to his son. That is when he feels the water trickling 
from between his closed eyelids.  
 Then he hears a sweet child’s voice singing and his body relaxes. He does not recognize 
the song or even understand the words but he can tell it is a happy song and he knows that he 
loves the singer.  
__________ 
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 Elena doesn’t know what made her start singing. She just had the impulse. So she keeps 
singing until the song is finished. 
Antonia Correa -- Fort Lauderdale, Florida, July 5, 1994 
 After today there will be no one left that remembers Puerto Rico Elena thinks sadly. But 
then she remembers that she was there, for short visits anyway, and she will remember.  
 Nanny looks so different from the young woman she visited in 1932 and even in 1941. 
She’s still tiny in height of course but now her body looks like a balloon with the air let out. She 
has loose skin hanging off of her, her hair is thin and what there is of it is completely white. But 
when she opens her eyes Elena can see the baby, and the young girl, and the young woman in 
those eyes.  
 “I knew I would see you again,” Nanny says as she holds out her hand. 
 Elena takes her wrinkled hand in both of her little ones and caresses the back of it with 
her thumbs. “Do you know where you are?” She asks, remembering Grandpa Felix’s last day. 
 Nanny laughs and Elena is so happy to hear that high pitched cackle once again, even if 
it is quite weak. “Yes mija. I am in a hospital in Florida. I have lived with my husband and 
youngest son for . . . well for many years. Oh no, I remember, I do. Fely died four years ago. It 
has just been me and Evaristo these last four years,” she amended. “Did you know my youngest 
son’s name was Evaristo?” she asks. 
 “Yes,” Lanie says. “I saw him when he was a baby.”  
 “Oh, yes. Do you want to hear a story?” 
 Lanie smiles sadly, remembering the last time Nanny asked her that question. Yes, she 
wants to hear it.  
 “I named my youngest boy after my half-sister Evarista. She was good to me, took care 
of me until after my mother died. Evarista left when my mother died. I never knew why she left, 
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but I loved her a lot and wanted to honor her by naming one of my children after her. But I had 
no girls, only boys. So I named my youngest Evaristo, the boy’s version of the name, you know?” 
Lanie nods. 
“But when I took my son to school on the first day, and told the lady in the office his 
name she said, ‘Evaristo! He will never get anywhere in this country with that name.’ I felt 
ashamed and when the lady suggested she put Everett as his name I agreed. But he has always 
been Evaristo to me, in my heart. She sighs. She thinks about how her son has been with her in 
the hospital room every day after work; he is with her whenever he is not working. “He has been 
a very good son to me and to his father,” she tells Elena. Since we had no daughters he took on 
the burden of caring for us in our old age. He is a good man.” 
 Elena just nods. It’s only now that she notices the man sitting next to his mother’s bed. 
But she’s confused when she hears Nanny say that Evarista left when their mother died. That 
was the lie her father told her. Young Toñita knew that her mother had not died but had been 
discarded by her father, and that Evarista and baby Maria Esma had gone to live with their 
mother. In 1920 Toñita had cried when she wondered why her mother had not taken her too. 
But now it seems Nanny remembers it differently. Elena did not correct her.  
 After a moment Nanny asks, “Do you know how old I am?” 
 “82,” Elena replies.  
 Nanny laughs again. “That is old enough,” she remarks. Then she confides, “I have 
breast cancer. It has spread to my back and there is nothing anyone can do. That is why they 
keep me asleep.” 
Elena doesn’t understand that last part. Nanny is awake and talking with her. But she 
remembers that Grandpa Felix was confused at the end so she doesn’t ask what she means. 
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Nanny continues, “I am ready to go and see Fely and my son Gil again,” she whispers. 
“And I will see you there too,” she says squeezing Elena’s hand. 
 “Yes, I will die someday and then I will see you again.” 
 Nanny’s eyes get wide and she shakes her head. “No mija, we will see each other again 
very soon.” 
 Elena shivers and feels the goosebumps rising on her skin. 
 “Don’t be scared,” Nanny says quickly but more faintly. “You are not going to die. You 
are a child who was never born, a kind of spiritual potential. You appeared in this world to learn 
and tell about our family and now you have completed your task.” 
 Elena begins to tremble. Nanny tugs on her hand weakly, and she leans in to rest her 
head on Nanny’s shrunken chest. “Don’t be afraid, mija,” Nanny says again. “We have both done 
our work and now we can rest, together.” 
 And then Elena is not afraid anymore. Her eyes flutter shut as she hears the last beat of 
Nanny’s heart, and then Elena falls asleep. 
Epilogue – The Family Talk 
Ellen – So . . . so the idea o this was just to, for us together, to talk about the story, how we felt 
when we read it, what we thought, any other stories that came up for us. And then, and then 
you know my dissertation is about how we perform our assimilated Puerto Rican identities, so, 
so it’s making a connection between the story or, if there are any and what they are, between 
the story and who we are today as far as being of Puerto Rican heritage. So, I talked with [YB] a 
little bit, he gave me some feedback on the story. I talked with Mom; she gave me some. I 
haven’t talked with you (MB) about it. But we could start there, or wherever you want, 
whatever comes up for you as you think about the story. What you want to talk about. And then 
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I’ll, you know, guide us, if I feel like we need to go in [chuckles] another direction, or something. 
Okay?  
 It starts as literary criticism.  
MB wants more context for the story, more description of the setting, what life was like 
for our family in Puerto Rico. His affect is detached, clinical. He’s my biggest fan and supporter 
and he starts out with criticising the story as too shallow. 
YB is adamant that the story needs to include Mom and Dad’s experiences and ours 
(MB, YB, and me) as well. Tell about how Grandpa Felix did indeed grow the grocery store and 
achieve a middle class life. How Grandpa Manuel’s life at sea kept him estranged from his sons 
and may have contributed to Sonny’s disconnection from Puerto Rican identity. How Dad was 
the only one of the three Correa brothers to marry a Puerto Rican and his was the only marriage 
that didn’t end in divorce. These are among the lessons YB has garnered from this whole process 
and he believes they should be included in the story. He wants to make sure I tell the full story—
include everyone. Nothing else makes sense. Mom is not enamored with the character of Lanie. 
She’d rather the story was told by a real family member. But the boys like what they think of as 
the sci-fi aspect of the story and just recommend a few tweaks to clarify that she is indeed the 
spirit of a child who was never born. We agree together that, in the tradition of Nanny’s 
Espiritista beliefs, she is a spirit guide who manifests to learn the lost family history. Mom is 
focused on getting “the facts” straight.  
“And also on p. 19, you said something about Nanny couldn’t read and write. She could 
read and write but she probably only went to second or third grade,” she says.  
They talk, at first, as if they are detached from the story. They’re helping me fix it so that 
it will pass dissertation muster. It’s about the format and it’s about them, the characters in the 
story. It’s not about us. 
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That’s Not Assimilation 
  The tenor changes when Mom mentions the racist comment about President Obama 
that Lanie overhears. Lanie remembers the comment when she is puzzling over how Toñita’s 
family was designated as Mulatto in the 1910 census and White in the 1920 census. I tell/remind 
them about the real life, recent comment that was made by an in-law. That’s the experience I 
write about in the story. Mom directs that the man who made the comment should be 
identified as White (which I subsequently do), but the boys don’t think the story should be in 
there at all; don’t see the relevance of it. I explain that I wanted to give an example of why/how 
racial designation is important. 
“That’s not assimilation,” YB responds. “That’s [the change in Nanny’s family’s racial 
designation] more of a mistake and that’s how you wrote it. If you wanted to talk about 
assimilation, again, and I don’t want to be in this freaking story but, talk about our family and 
maybe [paternal cousins] who were always to speak Ameri – American,”  
 I tell them about Loveman & Muniz’ (2007) research that indicates that the significant 
increase in Whites in Puerto Rico between the 1910 and 1920 censuses was owing in part to 
Puerto Ricans’ awareness of the racist Black/White dichotomy in the U.S., and enumerators 
trying to demonstrate that Puerto Ricans were more White than Black; trying to prove that 
Puerto Rican people deserved to be part of the United States.  
YB - Well, I got everything in there, everything that you said, I tracked out of your story, 
except, that they were, from what I’m gleaning now, purposely doing that to skew and get . . . I 
got the fact that some of them wanted to be statehood, some of them wanted to be 
independent, or whatever you call them, you know. 
E – Independistas, yeah. 
YB – Yeah, federales. [chuckles] 
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E – And some wanted to stay Commonwealth. Yup. 
YB – I got, so again, if you just tweak that, [in the story] you know. 
E – It wasn’t necessarily conscious. I mean it could have been, for some people in some 
instances. But it was more like a change of “we need to see ourselves as White in order to be in 
the United States.” 
YB – A line like that, and maybe what you said there and maybe subconsciously that’s why they 
did that, would bridge that gap. 
MB – See I didn’t get what you got. I immediately jumped to the fact that the individuals could 
have been prejudiced. Or could have thought himself above everybody else’s station and was 
making the decision for them. 
YB – Both of those. I got that too. But people are not mono-faceted. 
It’s here that YB recounts a movie he saw on TV wherein a WWII African American Army 
sergeant abuses and finally murders a “Black field hand” private in his charge.  
YB - He calls him a Sambo. That’s what he calls him. And he says, ‘we can’t have people 
like you, cause the White man will think we’re all like you.’ So in a drunken stupor he kills him. . . 
It was a really good story. 
Not Mono-faceted 
The movie dramatizes the complexity of race relations; the horrifying depths to which 
internalized racism can sink. But it’s not our story or anywhere near it. YB is talking about those 
other people, people worse than us. If we are White or White-like, we can’t be so bad, even 
Black people, even African Americans can be racist. “It is what it is,” YB says often. In Mom’s and 
my living room, the digital recorder all but forgotten, I listen to YB recount the plot of the movie 
(nobody can remember the title) as, partly, a way for him to make connections between my 
research, my perspective, ideas, beliefs, and his own experiences and thinking on the subject. 
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We approach the subject from my perspective; the set-up and the questions are mine. For today 
YB has agreed to go there with me, but he soon makes clear that he wants to go deeper than 
what he conceives as my “mono-faceted” view of the subject.  
Of course, I agree with YB. People of color too harbor and act on hatred of themselves 
that is turned towards other people of color. We are not that African American sergeant, but 
this is parallel to what I wish to explore in my own family’s experience. African Caribbean 
feminist author Audre Lorde (1984) writes about the anger and hatred that Black women in the 
U.S. harbor for each other.  “Other Black women are not the root cause nor the source of that 
pool of anger . . . Then why does that anger unleash itself most tellingly against another Black 
woman at the least excuse?” (p. 145). This is an anger akin to (though less overtly violent) what 
YB recounts in the movie. I awkwardly try to move us toward talking about the root causes of 
that anger, the root causes of our own beliefs, emotions, and perhaps anger – White racism. 
Good Puerto Ricans 
 E – So, so that’s what my dissertation is about though. How do we . . . play into . . . those 
. . . ideas of race and ethnicity? 
YB – Ah! What do you mean play into? 
E – How do we play into them and then how do we maybe resist them. And then how 
do we maybe change it. 
YB – I don’t know what “play into” means. 
E – So,  
YB – Use different words. 
E – Okay. So . . . the movie, I’ll use the movie as an example. So, so there’s the Black 
sergeant right? And it’s murder right? So it’s a whole dramatic,  
YB – Yeah. 
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E - thing that doesn’t happen in our family, but 
MB – [ironically] You stole my whole . . . 
E – he’s mistreated right? By the White guys, by his White colleagues, and then in turn, 
mistreats a person of color that he thinks is even lower than him. 
YB – Mm hm. 
E – And part of that mistreatment is pain about the way he’s treated. 
YB – Right. 
E – And about wanting to fit in because who wants to be treated like shit? So in order to 
fit in better he’s treating this other guy, you know, dramatically, kills him. But I mean he’s 
treating him badly. So my thing about assimilation, when I first started thinking about this and 
stuff, is what do, how do I think about [pause] other people of color? Like what are good Puerto 
Ricans? What are um, you know,  
M – Middle class? 
E – low class Puerto Ricans? What are good Blacks? What are, you know 
MB – Bad Blacks. 
E – Yeah! And now the way I think about that and maybe even act on it, how does it play 
into what society says? You know what I mean? How I’ve been socialized to think about 
YB – How can you have been socialized any different than society thinks? Society is 
gonna socialize you to what they think. 
E – Right. 
YB – We all have been. 
E – But if I were blonde, blue eyed, Irish, I would have been socialized, you know, 
everybody’s socialized, like you said. But I’m in a different 
M – Category? 
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E – category, of that hierarchy. So if you say blonde, blue eyed Irish is here [puts hand 
high in air] and it’s simplifying everything right? And nothing’s simple but, and then light and 
middle class Puerto Ricans are here [puts hand lower], and then Black and poor Puerto Ricans 
are here [puts hand lower]. 
Eileen O’Brien (2008) writes about “the racial middle,” conceiving of Latinos/as and 
Asian Americans as between Whites and Blacks in the racial hierarchy. I was trying, above, to 
complicate that hierarchy as categorizing Puerto Ricans with certain physical and cultural 
attributes (light skin, monolingual English speaking, middle class) as (unjustly) higher on the 
ladder, so to speak, and those with more racialized attributes as lower. The conversation 
reminds YB of an experience he had as a teenager.  
A White Acceptable 
YB – Well, I can tell you something that I learned when we moved to Kies Court [Niagara 
Falls]. Rocky Merano [his best friend] was dating a girl, Maria Messina. Very Italian family, like 
second gen, just like the Merano’s. So her parents were off the boat like the Merano’s or very 
close, second gen. And Rocky kept saying I have this Puerto Rican friend, this Puerto Rican 
friend, this Puerto Rican friend. And when Maria met me she said, “He doesn’t look anything like 
I thought he would look. I thought he’d have long greasy hair and be greasy, and dark skinned.” 
And I just looked at her, and I said, “Well that could fit an Italian.” You know? And I just shot it 
right back. But, I, saw, what she saw in that stereotype. You know? That was one of the first 
times. But people all the time, and you [MB] don’t get this cause you’re a different color and you 
look Taliban anyway, um . . . cause he’s a different, he’s a darker color, he’s a different you know 
genes and everything. When people find out I’m Puerto Rican? It’s almost I can wear that like 
the red badge of courage, cause they put me way up here [puts hand high in air], then they find 
out that I’m a Puerto Rican, supposed to be way down here [puts hand low in the air] and it 
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elevates. And I saw that with you [Mom] as well in the City122. Um, and then there was one more 
because you were a woman too. There was like a double hit there. But you know when they, 
when they found out I was a department head123 – which is – who gives a shit? You’re just lucky 
enough to be a department head. Ah, [pause] but for me it’s just – I did nothing to, get that. 
That was given to me. You know? 
E – Oh yeah. 
YB – That type thing so, it’s um almost like a half-breed kind of thing, 
 He follows soon after with: 
YB – [I am] a White acceptable. I have never been pegged as a, a Puerto Rican, and in 
fact I feel disenfranchised from Puerto Ricans because I have nothing to tie back to them. I don’t 
even speak their language. So it’s like I’m a hybrid. You know? And when the Puerto Ricans look 
at me they’re like, “He ain’t no Puerto Rican. He can’t even speak Spanish.” You know? 
There’s pain [YB would hate me using that word; “It is what it is, you know?”] and 
privilege tied up in all this. In the literature the term hybridity is used to label people who have 
one parent of color and one who is White (Moreman, 2011). YB uses the term hybrid to describe 
his experience of otherness as a light-skinned, monolingual English-speaking man who is 100% 
of Puerto Rican descent. It’s a term that evokes Anzaldúa’s (1987) borderlands, that for him, 
invokes both the pain and privilege of cultural assimilation. 
It’s MB, silent until now, who asks the poignant question. It’s only now that I remember 
that years ago MB’s White future in-laws told his fiancée that he was “nothing but a half-breed,” 
one of the terms YB uses to describe himself. 
                                                 
122 He’s referring to Mom’s years as Director of Community Development in the City of Niagara Falls. 
123 YB was City Fire Chief for several years. 
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MB – How do you feel? 
YB - that I feel about it. [pause] What do you mean, “How do I feel?” 
MB – How do you feel about all that? 
YB – I just told you.  
MB – No, you described it, but, how do you emotionally feel about it? 
YB – It is what it is. I ah, I just kinda 
MB – Disenfranchised is only a term. All right? I can understand you feel separated from it but, 
do you feel envious? Do you feel sad? Do you feel glad? 
M – Do you feel you’re missing something? 
YB – [pause] Culture. But I don’t feel sad about it cause I have culture. I don’t [pause] it’s almost, 
I feel, society says you should almost be rooted, like the Merano’s, and the Messino family and 
all these families that are from Niagara Falls that are rooted. You know?  
As I read this I’m struck that MB never reacts to the ongoing family joke that he looks 
like a member of the Taliban or alternatively the stereotype of a generic Arab terrorist. 
Sometimes he laughs. Sometimes he just nods. And sometimes he supplies the term “terrorist” 
or “Taliban” in referring to himself, to finish someone else’s sentence. I wonder how he really 
feels about this. He’s told me before that he’s carefully assembled his look – hair to his 
shoulders, mustache and beard that hits his chest, black jeans and shirt and heavy black boots – 
both to keep people at arms-length and to discern the people who can look beyond the façade 
and make the effort to connect with the person within.  
MB is the outlier in our family. He marches to a different drummer we always say. But 
the way he chooses to present himself is not the only thing that distinguishes him from the rest 
of us. I don’t remember phenotypical differences in our family being explicitly discussed before 
– although the references to “Taliban” and “terrorist” are certainly racially coded. YB begins by 
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comparing the amount of Spanish (read Puerto Rican culture) he was exposed to as a kid as 
opposed to the amount he assumes MB and I were exposed to. He points out that he is six years 
younger than MB and his upbringing was therefore different – more White-identified than ours. 
The talk then goes to phenotype and finally to our experience of “whitification,” as coined by 
MB. 
The Fading Effect 
YB – That’s a big, that was a big chunk of time [growing up in a White community], a lot 
of things happened in that time but . . . Mom never told me “speak Spanish.” Never! I never 
heard her say, “I want you to speak Spanish.” 
MB – Well she never told me to speak Spanish either.  
YB – But she spoke Spanish . . . you’re, you’re kinda like the phase in the middle? 
MB – Yeah. 
YB – You know, so if you’re white [points to himself], gray [points to MB], black [points 
to Ellen], relative to how much Spanish or how much Latino you were exposed to. You grew up 
more in the inner city. I was born in the country. You know what I mean? So there, there was no, 
we were the Spanish people on the block. Whereas when you were on Liberty Street124 there 
were other ones around there you know. And you [Ellen] were born in the City, so there was all 
– you know. So there’s that, that . . . um fading effect if you will. 
MB – Yeah but, I can understand you feeling that. But I don’t feel that I was different 
from you in that aspect. Because the only Spanish that I got was when Mom and Dad would talk 
                                                 
124 256 Liberty Street is the first home MB and I remember. It was an apartment in a two family house in 
the City of Newburgh. I don’t remember that we associated with many Puerto Ricans during those years. 
There was only one other Puerto Rican in my grade in school and he was considered the trouble-maker of 
the class. Our family moved to 5 Miller Circle in the rural Town of Newburgh when MB was six and I was 
seven. YB was born soon after we moved into the first single family home our parents had ever lived in. 
It’s the place the three of us think of as our childhood home.  
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about how they were gonna punish me or something like that. [Ellen laughs] That’s how I 
learned Spanish. I mean that was the impetus of me learning Spanish. [Mom laughs] 
YB – Yeah but – I’m not disagreeing with you – I said you’re a shade of gray. I don’t know 
what shade of gray you are. 
MB – Dark. 
YB – The difference is you look more Hispanic than I do. You have a darker skin. 
MB – I do now.  
YB – Well, 
MB – When I was in the service [YB] I was crew cutted and and 
M – There’s the picture [pointing to a picture of a clean-cut MB in his Navy uniform] 
YB – I’m just saying, 
MB – [referring to the photograph] blank yeah. 
YB – I’m just saying you’ve always had a darker complexion than me. 
MB – Yeah. 
YB – I’ve always passed as White, White, White. And they were like, “What’s Correa?” 
And I could have told them Russian and they would have believed it. You know? 
MB – I’ve been mistaken for Russian, Lebanese, Italian, Greek, all right? 
YB – Well I’m not saying, 
MB – Everything but Puerto Rican. 
YB – It’s Mediterranean. 
M – Yeah.  
Embarrassingly Puerto Rican 
YB – But that’s, that’s all I’m saying. With the assimilationy part. And that’s what I wish 
you [Ellen] would have finished the loop on the story is wow, in in the 60s in order for us to fit in 
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you had to be white, cause we were in a white arena. And I couldn’t understand that because in 
Leptondale there were people [living] on the Plattekill side, that was still [in the] Leptondale 
[elementary school district], that were VERRRRY Puerto Rican. I mean, embarrassingly Puerto 
Rican, if you will. 
YB – Well, on the Leptondale side, close to Plattekill. Because Plattekill would have 
been, ah, ah, Plattekill would have been Plattekill school [district]. 
MB – Yeah. 
YB – And Ostrander [neighboring school district] was very very White, you know, right 
next to Wallkill [our high school district], so 
MB – Wallkill was predominantly, ah German 
E – Mm hm 
YB – Kill! The “kill,” yeah sure, just the burgh, Newburgh is German and all that but, 
E & MB – Yeah. 
YB – I, I Puerto Rican never had anything to do with my upbringing. I identified more 
with Oriental philosophies because of Dad and the martial arts125 and I had any idea, except that 
there were these crazy people that would come from New York, and wear way too much make-
up and red lipstick. You know? That’s, that’s it. That’s 
M – And only spoke Spanish. 
YB – And only spoke, or [with Spanish accent] “Ju know they were a talkin de Spanglish 
and de ‘cum ‘erre [YB].” “No, cause you scare the crap out of me.” “Com here, and titi Lelita 
[talking as if he has no teeth] cum ere [YB].” You’re like [scared noise] “ahhh!” Ugh. Very bad. 
M – So is that embarrassing Puerto Rican? 
                                                 
125 Our father became a Black Belt and instructor in the Korean martial art of Tae Kwon Do. YB followed in 
his father’s footsteps becoming a Black Belt and instructor as well. 
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E – Yeah, you said “embarrassing Puerto Rican.” 
MB – No he said “scary Puerto Rican.” [Mom laughs] 
E – No “embarrassingly Puerto Rican.”  
YB – In that arena they were considered embarrassingly Puerto Rican and they’d look at 
me, you know? They’d look at these fea, you know, the fashions that we would wear. Just . . . 
white patent leather shoes, you know, because that was the cool thing to do.  
Try to Blend 
MB – It’s interesting that you brought that up because I thought of myself as stealthful. 
As much as, my heritage was. I would try to blend in with the background and blend in with the 
current trend. And whenever I was confronted, by . . . ah [names a classmate] or one of the 
other Italian or Irish, that I was not part of that group, even though I tried to assimilate into that. 
They weren’t sure what I was. And then when they found out, that’s when the ostracation 
occurred. 
M – Mmm. 
E – Ostracism. 
MB – Yeah. 
I Didn’t Know 
E – And I think sometimes, like I’ve been thinking back I, I think I was ostracized and 
didn’t know – I knew I was being mistreated but I didn’t know why. And the only thing that I can 
think of is that they knew I was Puerto Rican. But I never thought of myself as . . . I mean like you 
. . . different but similar. I only saw White people around me. So that’s, I didn’t look at myself in 
the mirror all the time. I wasn’t, you know, I didn’t sound any different from the other people 
right?  I didn’t have a Spanish accent or whatever, so, 
YB – Yeah but didn’t you know you were Puerto Rican? 
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E – It wasn’t always in my head – I knew it! But every so often I’d be reminded cause I 
wasn’t always thinking “you’re Puerto Rican.”  
MB – Mmmm. 
E – You know what I mean? Like I’ll never forget going, and this is in California, going to 
hear somebody speak with [a former friend] – God help me. This, you know, brown skinned 
Mexican American woman. And we walked into the place and she said [lowers voice] “We’re the 
only Latinas or Latino people in here. It’s all White people.” And I, what shocked me is that that 
never would have occurred to me. That all White people was normal to me. But to her, she 
knew she stood out. She knew that they were looking at her. And she knew that they were not 
her people. And were not looking at us to say “Yay, Latinas!” 
Dead Body Generation 
MB is probably the quietist member of our little family. He says himself that he is an 
observer. He’s not quick to insert his opinion – unlike YB and me – unless he is strongly affected 
by something that is said, and even then he tends to ask a question rather than make a 
statement. Of the four of us, MB and I have worked most closely on the dissertation project. He 
has traveled to Puerto Rico with me to do genealogical research, worked diligently on our 
electronic family tree, has started, of his own volition, researching and listening to books on 
audible.com on historical constructions of race. Although he is the older brother, he is the 
middle child, quiet, reflective, and more focused on gaining knowledge than on sharing his 
thoughts. 
 Below, MB talks about a co-worker. He’s talked about him before, expressed an 
ambivalence about how he regards one of the few other Puerto Ricans working in his factory. In 
the past I’ve sensed that he has a desire to connect with this individual; a desire at war with a 
strong antipathy. They’ve talked about Puerto Rican cuisine; Miguel has given him news articles 
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to read on Puerto Rico; they’ve tried to connect through their shared heritage. But Miguel is 
perceived as a trouble-maker at work. “Uses,” as MB says, his protected racial/ethnic status to 
take advantage of the company and his co-workers. How can MB indulge his newfound desire to 
learn what it means for him to be Puerto Rican, be an ally to someone who embodies the kind of 
marginalization he’s been learning about, and still be true to his, essentially, bootstraps ethic? 
MB – I feel similar, but not the same. I have a problem, as you know, with Miguel Garcia. 
[pause] Loud-mouth braggart who uses his minority as a crowbar to get whatever he wants. But 
I relate to him because I’ve seen people who don’t even know him, who’ve never been in 
contact with him immediately put him,  
M – Down. 
MB – down, when they first meet him. And then he has to fight to come back up to level. And in 
that aspect, I’m with him. But [pause] as soon as he opens his mouth he shows why he’s, you 
know, put down. 
M – Yeah. 
MB – Because he’s stupid. And, if you’re the type of person that is able to rise above your 
station – air quotes – than I’m fine with it. I’ll help you. I’ll do whatever it takes to help you out, 
whether you’re Puerto Rican, Black, Lebanese, Russian, what have you, any kind of minority. But 
if you don’t deserve, if you don’t work for it, I’m not gonna give it to you. I won’t denigrate you. 
I’ll keep you at arm’s length and I will not stop you actively. I will not campaign against you. You 
have to do it by yourself. And that’s the way I am. But, I think society has built platforms on top 
of the dead bodies, so to speak. And we are part of the dead body generation. We’re the ones 
who have transcended, or have been steamrolled over, assimilated in, and now they’re all roses 
and fruit trees, you know. “We’re accepting everybody as equal.” And it’s, to me it’s a bit of a 
façade. All right? But it is a start in the right direction. And, they first give you the, the language, 
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the platitudes and then they have to go from there where they’re working towards actually 
doing what they’re saying. But if you don’t cultivate that, it’s not gonna work. It’s not gonna 
help, every individual, every minority, and in this case, our family. That’s why I feel that you 
have to work towards it. And you have to be actively aware of what is being perpetrated against 
you. 
M – And that’s, to a certain extent, self-respect. . . Self-respect. And you have to portray that? 
You expect that. That other people will respect you. They don’t always. 
I’m struck when MB says, “society has built platforms on top of the dead bodies . . . we 
are the dead body generation.” It’s left there. We don’t pursue it. But now I see some of the 
ways MB’s thinking is changing. He’s struggling to reconcile what I believe is a fairly new 
understanding of the “platforms,” what scholars refer to as institutional racism, with his 
individualistic, hard-work ethic. He knows that the two are not mutually exclusive, but how 
does/should all this play out in regard to his Puerto Rican co-worker? When should he be an ally 
and when should he choose to be a bystander in regard to this person who is “put down” by 
bigoted others and who also, in MB’s view, does not do what he should “to rise above his 
station”? MB understands that his struggles in regard to Miguel Garcia are illustrative of the 
purpose of this study; illustrative of his exploration and performance of cultural assimilation. 
The Race Card 
 It starts with MB, returning to discuss the ways his Puerto Rican ethnicity plays out at 
work, invoking the word “card” to refer to his ability to use his protected status as a means to 
protect himself from censure during a time of conflict at work. A white co-worker pointed out 
that he had that “card” to play and urged him to do it. 
MB - I don’t want to be like Miguel and use my ethnicity as a crowbar. I want people to look at 
me for what I am and what I’m capable of, and what I’ve done in the past.  
 275 
We talk for a while about “using the race card,” The conversation constructs “the card” 
as a tool that can be invoked appropriately or inappropriately. 
E – But I, and I feel like for the most part, they’re [Black Lives Matter activists] talking about it in 
ways that are real. There’s real Black people dying- you know – disproportionately. Um, that 
kind of stuff. But I just wondered what you guys thought about that. 
MB – [sighs] [pause] There are prey, and there are hunters. And I feel that in that aspect, the 
people who are playing the race card are the prey, looking for a way out. But that’s my 
compassionate side, looking at playing the card. There are also, on the hunters side, playing the 
card to get a leg up further, to justify their, the way that they are [unintelligible]. They’re 
stepping on people in other words. And they’re playing the card to justify stepping on people.  
E – So you see things as victim – perpetrator, kind of? 
MB – Yeah. 
E – And, so, 
MB – And there is a middle ground! 
E – If you see the person as the victim then, then there’s a reason for them to, to use race. 
YB – Power not, power not victim.  
E – Okay, so some people have more power than others, obviously. 
MB – Yeah. 
E – But do, White people have more power than people of color, sort of, overall -- knowing that 
you, you know, life is more complicated than that – overall do they? 
MB – Yeah. 
A Broken System 
The discussion soon turns to affirmative action. YB regards his experience with 
affirmative action as entirely negative. He perceives his own hiring and promotion as based on a 
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combination of merit, luck, and politics; he does not believe that his ethnicity has played any 
role in his own career. His antipathy towards affirmative action stems in part from the way he 
saw it play out in regard to other people of color applying for public safety job when he was fire 
fighter and then the Fire Chief for a small city. 
YB – The state troopers did that. In order to get women – again it was a stupid criteria. You had 
to level a shotgun over a 1973 ah Fury, Plymouth Fury, so the height of a car? Come on! But you 
had to be big and imposing. And then you have this little state trooper that I graduated with, 
four foot nothing, you know?  
E – A woman? 
YB – Yeah. And, and, they, they, lowered the standards. They lowered the standards in the fire 
department. They lowered the standards in the police department. 
For YB, like many of his White friends, affirmative action is all about “lowering the 
standards” and the result is that unqualified people are hired for jobs where the stakes can be 
life or death. He agrees that minorities do not have a fair shot at acquiring well-paying jobs, but 
he considers affirmative action to be a “broken system.” It is not the means that should be used 
to level the playing field. The way YB believes the issue should be addressed emerges after MB 
shares his view on affirmative action. 
MB – I feel that if you have the skill set, regardless of who you are you should get the job. But if 
there is an equality of skill sets but there is an inequality of minorities, I think that the minority 
should be given first preference, if everything else is equal. Until an equality of minority vs. 
majority is at a  
YB – That’s reverse discrimination! 
[A bit later in the discussion.] 
E – How so? 
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YB – Because it’s it’s it’s it’s a bandaid on a jugular vein that’s bleeding it’s not the right 
MB – fix for the problem? 
YB – Exactly! Not the problem that I believe our whole society – and it does play into all this 
ethnic shit – um that that we we throw money at a problem and it goes away, and we don’t do 
quality problem-solving, so how can you make a good decision if you don’t know what the 
freakin problem is? And the problem is. And the problem isn’t “we don’t have enough Blacks or 
minorities” you know it depends on wherever you’re looking, cause California it would be 
Latinos right?  
E – Mm hm. 
YB – Wherever the enclave of that minority, ah ah ah group is, it isn’t that we don’t have enough 
working for us, it’s that we didn’t educate them to the point, or give them the – there’s where 
they should get, a leg up or something to help them, where I believe education, we should do 
whatever we can to educate freakin everybody! Because now you can’t say . . . I didn’t get, ah 
ah I can’t get up in the world, because I can’t get a job. You can’t get a job, not because you’re 
Black, you can’t get a job because you have no skill sets, cause there are Whites that can’t get 
jobs, that don’t have skill sets. 
Mom points out that people of color may not seek to benefit from any form of 
affirmative action but in the zeal to diversify the workplace a form of affirmative action be may 
imposed on us. She uses her own experience as a case in point.  
Riding Mom’s Coattails 
YB – Yeah, and what did they say? We hired you cause you’re Puerto Rican? No, they did not say 
that. 
M – No.  
YB – So? 
 278 
M – No they don’t say it that clearly, but, it was made known after I was hired that they never, 
the City would never have met their own affirmative action plan, and the affirmative action 
officer was gonna sue the City because they didn’t have any minorities in the department head 
positions. 
And later . . .  
M – You see the race card – going back – and I just want to just bring this up. I don’t feel I’ve 
played the race card, I feel people have played it for me. They hired me in Niagara Falls 
E – Mm. 
M – because I was Puerto Rican! 
E – Ah ha. 
M – Ok, so I had skills. But they needed a minority to  
MB – Yeah. 
M – justify 
MB – Yup! 
E – Yeah. 
M – the imbalance that they had in administration. 
E – Yeah. 
Mom was qualified for the job as Director of Community Development for the City of 
Niagara Falls. She’d been a loan officer for the department in Newburgh, NY, and had 
knowledge of programs and funding opportunities that the City of Niagara Falls had need of, but 
that no one locally had any knowledge of. Her program manager at the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) was the one who alerted her to and recommended her 
for the position. The program manager told the Niagara Falls City Manager about how Mom, at 
great risk to herself, had blown the whistle on illegal activity that was going on at the highest 
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levels of her department in Newburgh. Knowledgeable, hard-working, and scrupulously honest, 
Mom was more than qualified for the position. Yet she acknowledges, without a college 
education, she might never have been hired if the City didn’t need her double protected status 
as a female and a racial minority to fulfill their affirmative action requirements. 
I remember the day we moved – Dad, Mom, YB, and me [MB was away in the Navy] – 
from Newburgh to Niagara Falls, so that Mom could start her new job as Director of Community 
Development. “Our ship has come in!” Dad crowed. “We’re riding high on your mother’s coat 
tails,” he told me and YB proudly. Mom’s job was our ticket into the middle class, and we knew 
it. 
Do We Believe? 
E – But do we believe in affirmative action? Do we think it’s a good thing?  
YB – No. 
E – Yet you benefitted from it. 
M – Well, not because I benefitted by it, but because it gave people who never would have had 
a chance to elevate themselves a little bit. 
E – So do you [to Mom] agree with it? 
M – Ahh, not totally. 
I press the point. How can we not acknowledge the good that can derive from 
affirmative action when our family has so clearly benefitted from it? 
E – Mom benefitted from affirmative action – to some degree,  
M – Yeah. 
E – in getting that job and lifting us up out of working class, to you know . . . 
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YB argues that Mom had the requisite skills. That’s what’s important. But we never 
acknowledge that in Mom’s case, an affirmative action program may indeed have given a leg up 
to a minority who was “deserving.” 
M – When [the City Manager] went to HUD and he stumbled across my program manager at 
HUD. [The City Manager] says, “Do you know someone that knows community development?” 
He didn’t say, “I need a minority.” And yes, [HUD] recommended me. Then [the City Manager] 
found out all the caveats (sic) that came with me. 
YB – That’s the icing on the cake. 
E – So it’s not affirmative action, it’s cake icing? It’s not affirmative action. 
M – No it wasn’t affirmative action, it was cake icing. [soft laughter] 
But I can’t leave it at cake icing. Again, I press the point by describing a scenario that 
might have played out in Mom’s case. 
E – You know, comparable. Nobody’s ever gonna be absolutely equal. But they knew you [Mom] 
could do the job. They had this White guy that could also do the job  
MB – For instance. 
YB – The white guy gets screwed! Why does the White guy have to get screwed? 
Being Puerto Rican 
YB – I don’t see any difference between that, of course this has nothing to do with what you’re 
saying so, 
E – Go ahead. 
YB – so I’ll just say it and shut up, but, you’re always so hung up on this issue of being Puerto 
Rican. It don’t matter what you’re Puerto Rican. Italians coming to Niagara Falls, if you weren’t 
German or ah . . . ah . . . It’s an ethnicity that’s still there, downtown near 10th street. But if you 
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weren’t those, or Polish, they looked down on the Italians. Now, to live next door to an Italian 
wow! So every [stutters] I don’t see . . . everybody had 
MB – That’s timing though. 
YB – Ah? 
MB – That’s this point in time. We’re talking about earlier in the underlying planks that society 
has built upon. Now, our society is looking at multi-ethnicity as normal. But when we grew up it 
wasn’t normal. 
YB – No. I disagree. It, it might have been a different shade, but it was still, it wasn’t like slavery, 
MB – No. 
YB – I’ll tell you that, so. But it’s, it’s, I heard this same story from other ethnicities . . .  
E – And some ethnicities are racialized and some are not. Or maintain racialization. So when 
people think Puerto Rican, before that girl met you, she thought, dark skin. She had a certain 
M – Image. 
E – image. And it wasn’t positive. It wasn’t like “he’s probably hot” you know? [laughs] Although 
that happens too. 
YB – Exactly! So it’s by chance. I’m not saying it’s by 
E – Ohhh. 
YB – what she, what was loaded into her head and that was the only thing and she says “then 
they all must look like this.” Just like all these houses built must all be painted the same interior 
color. They must be. This is all I know. Until I see another interior color, so 
E – See, I feel like what I’m looking at here . . . is . . .  
YB – But I’m off track so we can stop. 
E – No, it isn’t. It isn’t. This is totally on track. Is how I’ve been socialized . . . in a weird way like 
that, like that, um, [military] officer that you were talking about. How I’ve been socialized to see 
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people are like me, in that they have the same title of Puerto Rican, but I want to stay as far 
away from them as possible. 
YB – White! 
E – I see them as less than me. 
The American Dream 
M – Well, it’s also how Black consider themselves, because a Black will call another Black a 
Nigga. Because he’s not educated; because he’s lower class. And that’s what exists in Puerto 
Rico, that level, the different levels. And that’s what I consider myself; racist with Puerto Ricans. 
I can’t call them Nigga, but they’re low class. And I didn’t want to associate with them. I wanted 
to be educated. I wanted to live the American Dream. And I didn’t want you kids to have to 
suffer racism, although I did somewhat. 
MB – We still did. 
E – But that’s, and that’s normal right? I mean that’s [pause] you want to do well. You want your 
children to do well. To me, the difference is [pause] what we do or don’t do as far as those other 
people who are not doing so well. You know what I mean? Like, to what extent is our success 
based on that we have lighter skin and that we speak English without an accent? 
M – A lot!  
E - And that’s not fair! 
M – A lot. 
African Blood 
E – Yeah. Because if Nanny, I mean she knew she had African blood in her right? I mean she had 
to have known it. 
M – Maybe she considered Indian. The African part came in with Tio Juan who wasn’t, he was 
only 50% sibling. 
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E – So you don’t believe that Nanny had African blood in her? 
M – [long pause] I really don’t see it. I may have emotionally felt it, 
YB – What would you [Ellen] say? 
M – but logically I don’t see it. 
E – Yeah, they’re from Africa.  
MB – less than 1%. 
E – No. 
MB – All right I’ll call it up126.  
M – What do I have? I have some? 
E – You have some too. I mean it’s almost impossible to be Puerto Rican and not have any. 
MB – [Unintelligible] 
M – Right. Right, there were a lot of intermarriages. 
YB – I don’t, I think, that the economic thing is secondary, like what Chris Rock said. It doesn’t 
matter if you’re a bajillionaire. You’re still Black. 
M – Yeah. 
YB – You know what I mean? 
E – Yeah, [Unintelligible] 
YB – It doesn’t matter if Nanny got more money [than Mom’s parents] she’s still,  
E – Dark. 
YB – whatever loaded when she was a kid that was bad. And it’s really hard to change when 
you’re a blank slate and you’re taught, you know you have to be taught to love and hate, and 
what to love and what to hate. It’s tough to change that when you get up in the world and you 
see the world for, not what it is, what it is that day, from your perspective. Because, what is the 
                                                 
126 He’s referring to the DNA tests that he and Mom have taken. 
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truth? It’s hard to change that, you could be everything that you weren’t when you were a kid 
but you’re still that . . . detractor that they said was no good. 
E – Yup. 
M – And to take it one step further, I made Nanny feel less than what she thought she was at 
that time. But yet when her sons married White, blondes, she was happy. Because she didn’t 
have to compare herself to another to another Puerto Rican. 
E – Mmmm. Interesting.  
MB – [looking at his DNA results on the laptop] 6% Northern Africa. 
M – So that’s why she wanted her sons to marry White. 
YB – Blonde. 
M - Blonde, blue eyes. 
YB – Again there’s more than one facet. That’s one facet. 
The Bigger Implications 
E – Yeah, but I mean there are bigger implications to it. It’s not just, I mean it’s one family, but if 
it was just one family, I couldn’t do this as my research. There have to be bigger implications to 
what we’re talking about. And there are. You know? I mean we, we didn’t, we didn’t decide 
what it meant to be Puerto Rican or to be not Puerto Rican. You know, not to fit in with Puerto 
Ricans. I mean, society decides that, but we also contribute to that. 
YB – I disagree. I’m not saying society. “We didn’t decide what” Yes we do! We decide what 
Puerto Rican means. I don’t think, it’s bestowed upon, nothing’s bestowed. You know. No. 
That’s, I don’t agree with that. I think you make your own . . . I’m not saying that “society’s” 
wrong, no. They absolutely do that. I get it. But again, it’s not mono-faceted it’s . . . you get to 
reject that, and say, I do it all the time. Especially when people say, “oh you’re Puerto Rican?” 
You know? Ha, “Oh you’re not.” And it’s stupid because I don’t even consider myself super 
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Puerto Rican, cause again, I’m so disenfranchised from it. But that’s what makes it so stupid 
when they say it. You know what I mean? 
E – Yeah. 
YB – Because I am the farthest thing from Puerto Rican, but yet because my last name is [anglo 
pronunciation] Correa, Corrrea [rolls the r’s] and they find out, you know, both my parents, both 
my grandparents. I’m Puerto Rican, I’m not Heinz 57 you know? And I just laugh, cause what 
does that mean. It reminds me of the Star Trek story, where half Black half White. And the guy 
goes, the one Ambassador Biel says, 
MB – “Can’t you tell the difference?” 
YB – “He’s Black on the right side. I’m white on the right side.”  You know?  
I Have Both 
M – See, I feel I have both. I feel that I do that. With certain emotions that conjure up, and I also 
feel that I try to be more fair, because I realize that that’s a fault in me. 
E – Mm hm. 
M – And I want to help the underdog, because I’m not suffering as much as they may be 
suffering. 
E – Mm hm. 
Time for Dinner 
“Tu camino de conocimiento requires that you encounter your shadow side and 
confront what you’ve programmed yourself (and have been programmed by your 
cultures) to avoid (desconocer), to confront the traits and habits distorting how you see 
reality and inhibiting the full use of your facultades.” (Anzaldúa, 2002, p. 541) 
 
It’s soon after this that I turn off the recorders and we move to the kitchen for dinner. 
It’s only now that I understand the remarkable quality of Mom’s honesty. We’ve had other such 
moments recently, Mom and I, moments of grace that Christopher Poulos (2009) calls 
“accidental ethnography.” Usually accompanied by (my) cleansing tears; these I’ve recognized in 
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the moment. But on the day of the family talk this moment slips by me, or at least that’s how I 
remember it now. I’ve kept them talking for hours. Talking about my story, my issues, helping 
me. I’m anxious to let them go, to gather around the dinner Mom has lovingly prepared.  
But now I recognize this moment of grace, and others that occurred during the family 
talk. In a way, of course, they are not “accidental.” I’ve sought them in this study; written, 
talked, asked questions, explained ideas. But even so these moments have an accidental quality. 
Before we began this study, I hadn’t heard many of the stories they told. I didn’t know how or 
even whether those moments will come. YB, asserting his disconnection from social 
constructions of “being Puerto Rican”; MB, struggling with what it means to be Puerto Rican at 
work; with what seems to me to be the push-pull of that identity. I know that feeling well. I’ve 
talked about it, written about it. But not like this, not together, in the same room with the 
people I love most in the world.  
Mom’s words, said quietly, before she heads to the kitchen to heat up the food: “I didn’t 
want to associate with them. I wanted to be educated. I wanted to live the American Dream. 
And I didn’t want you kids to have to suffer racism.” And then, “See, I feel I have both. I feel that 
I do that. With certain emotions that conjure up, and I also feel that I try to be more fair, 
because I realize that that’s a fault in me.” Now I think of that moment as both a declaration and 
a revelation. “I feel I have both.” Both the alienation, the fear, the antipathy towards what is 
dark, poor, too ethnic, and the desire to connect, to give back in some way. I see all that in all of 
us: Mom, YB, MB, and me. And I see this family talk as bringing us a tiny bit closer to 
understanding those impulses; where they come from, what they mean, how, for better and 
worse, we act on them. Christopher Poulos (2009) says,  
I strongly believe that we need, in these troubled times—need perhaps more than 
anything—stories of mythic proportions, stories charged with the power of love, stories 
that evoke change in longstanding destructive patterns, stories that urge us to shift the 
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energy of pain and loss and secrecy toward the light of joy and integration and 
communication. (p. 26) 
 
 Sometimes these stories make us cry, and sometimes they go almost unrecognized, as 
we hasten to the dinner table. But the good thing is, with my family, this is not the end of the 
story. 
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Chapter 7 
Conclusion – The Remainder of Memory 
“When we connect— heartfully, courageously— all sorts of remarkable things may happen.”  
(Poulos, 2009) 
In the last weeks of 2015 the images of an unarmed Black man being shot 16 times by a 
dead-eyed Chicago police officer are pervasive. It’s the holiday season; a season rife with images 
of ethnic, religious, and racial violence: reports of the massacres in Paris, San Bernardino, and 
Mali; the bombing of a Russian commercial jet, a video of the death of an unarmed Black man 
after Virginia police tazed him multiple times; the killing of three people, including a police 
officer, at a Colorado Springs Planned Parenthood clinic. There’s more. So much more. “It’s 
Armageddon,” my mother whispers, as we watch the evening news. These images, accompanied 
by discourses of brutality, terrorism, and other forms of racial, ethnic, and religious violence, are 
the stuff of our daily lives as my co-participants/researchers and I conclude our work together 
on this study.  
As I reflect on the journey we’ve taken via this study, the lessons we’ve learned, the way 
forward, these images and discourses flood my mind. Why should anyone care about this study 
in the midst of a season of catastrophe and tragedy? Who cares about cultural assimilation 
when people continue to kill and die, in great numbers, in our hometowns and in foreign lands? 
Who cares about one little family of Puerto Rican descent with one foot in the working class and 
one foot in the middle class of the United States? What difference does it make if we speak 
Spanish, or standard American English, or Spanglish, or Academic English? Who cares if some of 
us pretend to be White and some of us believe ourselves to be White? Who cares if our family 
(history) is lost? Whose life is saved if together we figure out some part of what it means to be 
assimilated Puerto Ricans in this moment in time?  
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I have no grand insight that once and for all connects this inquiry with these human-
made disasters. Clearly, this study cannot/does not purport to supply the solution to violence 
associated with differences of ideology and social identity, or even provide foolproof advice on 
how to cope with being drenched with the discourses surrounding and constructing that 
violence. I can only return to my original pursuit of some means to contribute to the 
humanization and actualization of myself and others. For this study I began with myself and 
invited the participation of the people closest to me to explore our individual and family 
experiences/performances of identity in the context of the bigger picture of racial/ethnic 
hierarchies/violence. We, my family and I, are neither the perpetrators nor the victims of these 
tragedies, but we have embarked on a journey to understand our own impulses to both 
disassociate from and compassionately relate to others like and unlike us. 
I began with many questions, and tried to remain true to the poststructuralist notion 
that, “meaning can never be finally fixed; it is always in flux, unstable and precarious. The being 
of objects and people can never be encapsulated, once and for all, in a closed system of 
difference” (Weatherall, 1998, p. 393). Therefore, I end with questions as well. 
How do structures of racism (and classism, sexism, heterosexism, and more) embedded 
into the institutions of our everyday lives both influence and help us to understand the people 
from whom we recoil and those to whom we are drawn? How do these structures influence and 
help us to understand who are our allies and who are our enemies? How does a more personal 
understanding of our avowed and ascribed roles within these social, economic, historic, and 
political structures point to how/why we merely tolerate127 some people (gays, transgender 
people, embarrassing Puerto Ricans, poor Blacks) and rush to the aide of others (our middl class, 
                                                 
127 See our discussion of tolerance beginning on p. 185 of Chapter 5. 
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White neighbors) when they are in need? How does understanding these roles help us to 
acknowledge and build on the ways we ally with people of color at work128, reflect on the 
complexities of internalized race consciousness129 and act on our compassion for others 
despite/because they embody a racialized impoverished past we long to forget130? How does 
coming to a better understanding of ourselves as assimilated Puerto Ricans in the context of a 
racially (ethnically, gender, sexuality, class, etc.) stratified society help us to reevaluate or build 
upon ethical, relational, and political commitments, in the interest of the humanization and 
actualization of ourselves and others?  
As Claudio Moreira says (Diversi & Moreira, 2009), “the grand narratives of equality 
don’t seem to do the job for most people. That’s where I think performative methodologies . . . 
can help us go to the next level” (p. 186). I hope the performances chronicled in this study will 
help point the way for us – me, my family, and other audiences – to go to the next level, 
wherever that may be. 
Analysis of the Data 
With an eye to the commitments of materialist research, here I will invoke Carolyn Ellis 
and Marcelo Diversi & Claudio Moreira (2009) to help me say a word about analysis. Ellis (2004) 
outlines three kinds of analysis that may be applied to autoethnography: 
 Narrative analysis – “assumes that a good story itself is theoretical.” 
 Thematic analysis of content – “treating stories as data and using analysis to arrive 
at themes that illuminate the content and hold within or across stories.” 
                                                 
128 See discussion of being Puerto Rican at work in Chapter 6. 
129 See section titled “It’s not mono-faceted” in Chapter 6. 
130 See discussion titled “I have both” in Chapter 6. 
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 Structural analysis of form – “analyze [stories] in terms of their structure” (pp. 195-
197). 
In this study I employ versions of narrative and thematic analysis. 
On one hand I allow the stories to speak for themselves. Referring to their book 
Betweener Talk, Diversi & Moreira (2009) assert that,  
Existentially speaking, we feel that the stories in Part II stand alone as slices of 
lived experience shaping and being shaped by resistance against colonial forces, 
where all of us—writers, youths, street and sugar-cane workers, and soccer 
fans—live as betweeners jostling for a pleasant space in the sun. We believe 
that the stories are, themselves, the analysis of the postcolonial struggle of 
everyday life among the more obviously oppressed and privileged—at least 
from our performer-ethnographer experiential angle. (p. 184) 
 
I too believe that the autoethnographic portions of this study -- Chapter 4, “Lost in 
Puerto Rico,” Chapter 5, “Missing someone I had never met,” and the historical fiction piece, 
Chapter 6, “Lanie’s Story,”--  embody in themselves what Ellis regards as “narrative analysis.” 
These three stories are meant to function alternately and concurrently as performances and 
reflections on assimilationist ways of knowing and being, within social, historical, and economic 
structures of racial stratification, as Diversi & Moreira say, “at least from our performer-
ethnographer experiential angle.”  I echo their hope that, the “stories stand as scholarship that 
treats the Others not as objects/subjects of study but as co-constructors of decolonizing acts 
and performances” (p. 184).  
Diversi & Moreira further avow that, “We are comfortable with the openendedness of 
our stories, our analyses, reassured by the Rortyan notion that we are all stuck in a perpetual 
discussion about what the reality of oppression means to each and all of us” (p. 184). I quote 
these authors at length because the ways they think about the analysis of autoethnography 
resonates strongly with my wish to minimize the pitfalls of the triple crisis of representation – 
“reliability, validity and truth” (Guba & Lincoln, 2005, p. 209), by allowing the stories, the 
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dialogues that make up the stories, to stand on their own. Especially in chapters 4 and 5, 
considerable portions of these stories are told in the words of the interlocutors, but arranged 
and fashioned to compare, contrast, and contextualize the performances within structures of 
social/racial hierarchies.  
For example, in Chapter 5, “Missing someone I had never met,” the story of uncovering 
a family secret of racial/ethnic passing is designed as snippets of conversations, strategically 
placed to reveal background family information concurrently with the painful revelation, and all 
this is juxtaposed with “facts” about the family history, and “facts” of Puerto Rican history and 
society meant to further illuminate and contextualize the talk. I did not want to step back from 
that talk, step outside of my role as a member of the family, to claim the power of the outside 
researcher to unilaterally analyze the lives of my research participants. Again, Diversi & Moreira 
(2009) provide a model for my process when they aver, 
the researcher refrains from unilateral analysis after the fact, alone in the office, in favor 
of methodological acts and detours of a more egalitarian collaboration that produce 
knowledge that is inevitably open-ended, about possibilities of being more for more 
people” (p. 184-185). 
 
 The reference to “collaboration” brings me to the other means of analysis present in 
this study. Since this research employs a collaborative form of dialogic ethnography, I also join 
with my co-participants/researchers to undertake a kind of “thematic analysis of content.” This 
is done in two major ways: 
 Through a process of reciprocal writing/commenting on chapter drafts; and 
 Through recording, transcribing, arranging, reviewing, and revising the write-up of 
family talks convened to, in the case of “Missing someone I had never met,” debrief our 
cousin’s visit and the resulting emergence/uncovering of the family secret, and in the 
case of “Lanie’s Story,” critique the draft of the historical fiction story, as well as discuss 
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the ways the story may point to larger implications of the ways we perform our 
identities as second and third generation Puerto Ricans.  
The collaborative analysis, or more properly, reflection, conducted for Chapter 4, “Lost 
in Puerto Rico” was largely conducted using the first method listed above; I drafted the 
vignettes, memories, and reflections that make up that chapter, Mom and my brothers read 
and commented on the drafts, and I revised – added/deleted memories/vignettes, changed 
details, and sometimes incorporated their comments into the manuscript itself – based on their 
observations and critiques, given to me in person and/or in writing.   The discussion/reflection 
we embarked on for this chapter, for the most part, lives within the stories/vignettes 
themselves. Sometimes the process of reflection is more visible, as when our discussions are 
transcribed within the vignette themselves, and sometimes they are less visible, as when I have 
revised the stories based on our discussions and family members’ comments/memories. For 
this chapter what I have characterized as analysis happens organically and dialogically in the 
creation and revision of the stories. Here, other audiences are not told how to understand 
these stories. In fact, my goal is not to encourage readers/audience members to analyze the 
right and wrong of my mine and family’s performances of assimilation, but rather to present 
these moments as a gift, as a glimpse into one family’s process of “culturing.” My hope is that 
the stories will elicit the readers’ own experiences and memories, and perhaps elicit reflections 
and insights into the meanings and effects of their own performances of racial/ethnic identity. 
I need not describe the processes used to analyze Chapters 5 and 6, as the epilogues to 
both chapters perform those methods. I only want to emphasize the importance of the co-
participants/researchers engaging in the analysis/reflection together. Through that process we 
engaged in dialogues that helped to address the ethical implications and issues of rigor involved 
in the triple crisis of representation. As Denzin and Lincoln (2005) explain, “according to 
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poststructuralism language is an unstable system of referents, thus it is impossible ever to 
capture completely the meaning of an action text or intention” (p, 27). Yet I have no doubt that 
the fact that we, the co-participants/researchers, collaborated to engage in conscious reflection 
on these stories of our lives, greatly enriched any analysis I could have conducted on my own, 
“alone in the office.” According to Carolyn Ellis (2004), 
Conquergood and Pelias . . . say performers should not try to speak ‘for a community’ 
but instead should be engaged in shared conversations in which they speak ‘to and with 
the community.’ The stage becomes a forum for ongoing and open dialogue that 
involves the text, performer, and audience. Performance is not so much 
representational as it is dialogic and conversational. (p. 208) 
 
 I hope that the means of analysis we used does exactly this.  
The Joys & the Pitfalls 
Following are excerpts from a piece I performed on a panel titled: “Family in/as 
Fieldwork: Challenges and Possibilities of Researching (with) One's Own Family,” at the 2015 
International Communication Association conference in San Juan, Puerto Rico. I include it here 
as a way to address the ways (I imagine) my family thinks about this study, their participation in 
it, and overall my pursuit of the PhD. I attended the conference during the same trip to Puerto 
Rico I write about in chapter 4, “Lost in Puerto Rico.” MB stayed an extra day in Puerto Rico, 
took an extra vacation day from work, to attend the panel presentation.  
“It’s no big deal, you really don’t have to stay,” I told him. He’s read the piece already, 
but how could I perform him, while he sat in the audience? How could I answer questions about 
doing fieldwork on/with my family while he silently looked on? 
“I want to Mema,” he tells me. “I really do.” He sits in the tiny audience, quiet and 
intent, feeling a bit out of place I imagine, watching me perform. 
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My Family is Doing this Because They Love Me. 
My field site is the home my mother and I share. It’s my youngest brother’s ranch house 
only a few minutes away. It’s my middle brother’s truck as we do diligencias131 buying the 
supplies we need to plant mom’s garden. It’s around the Sunday dinner table as we digest the 
rice and beans and tostones we’ve pressured mom to make for us, while we relive childhood 
memories. My field site is home and family; it’s love and laundry; it’s laughing and teasing and 
feuding and spurning. My field site is home before, during, and after this research is completed.  
How’s it Going? 
A friend asks my mom: “Howze Ellen doing with the PhD?” 
It depends on who is asking of course and how she feels that day. She might say:  
“Good. It’s taking a long time but she’s working hard on it.” And if I’ve kept her up to 
date on my progress she might say, “She’s just sent her advisor a chapter. I’m proud of her. 
She’s working hard.”  
On a bad day or with an intimate friend she might say,  
“Oh God, I don’t think she’ll ever finish! I don’t know what to do. I’m so worried about 
her. What if she doesn’t finish? What will she do with her life? And even if by some miracle she 
gets her degree I don’t know if she can get a job. And if she gets a job far away what am I gonna 
do? I’m not moving again! I’m too old for this.” 
Her friend might nod supportively and perhaps try to reassure her. “She’ll get it done, 
don’t worry. She’s a smart girl.” Or maybe the response will be more like,  
“Yeah, I don’t know what these kids are thinking. [She laughs.] Well she’s not a kid 
anymore. Doesn’t she know how much you worry? Seems like it’s never over – parenting. No 
matter how old they get we still worry.”  
                                                 
131 errands 
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And mom nods sagely, grateful for the chance to vent, sighs deeply and says,  
“Well what can we do? They have to live their own lives. But it’s wearing on me you 
know? I’ve started dreaming about the past, my life growing up and with my husband. It wasn’t 
an easy life. I’ve told you some of the stories. All her questions and interviews dredge up painful 
things from the past. Things I want to forget about. But I also want to help her – to get her PhD, 
but also because she needs the answers to those questions. She’s on a quest to find herself. I 
want to help her.” And I imagine she adds, “she’s so smart though and such a help to me. I am 
proud of her.” 
[Pause] 
My youngest brother’s best friend asks him, “Howze your sister doing with her PhD? Did 
she get her degree yet?” 
YB laughs, “Ha! She’s never gonna get it! She’s been working on it for I don’t know 10 
years? I tell her ‘get a job already!’ but it doesn’t sink in. She’s always interviewing and turning 
on the damn recorder but it doesn’t seem like there’s anything to show for it. My sister will be a 
PhD wannabe when she’s drooling in her cups.” 
Or he too might sigh deeply and say,  
“I don’t know man. It’s taking a long time. It’s good that she’s living with my mother 
again, so I don’t have to worry about her. But now I’m worried that Ellen won’t finish and won’t 
be able to get a job.” 
Or he might say, “No she hasn’t graduated yet. She always wants to interview me and 
then she gives me what she writes and I don’t understand a lot of it and what I understand I 
don’t agree with. My sister is the dictionary definition of liberalism. Everything is racist and 
everything is sad. I tell her, “Everything’s not sad Ellen!” But to her it is.  
[Pause] 
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Middle brother’s wife asks him how Mom and I are doing after his weekly visit. “Howze 
Ellen doing on the dissertation? When’s she gonna be done?” 
“I don’t know when she’ll be done. We have good talks though. She really makes me 
think about things differently. I love talking to her!” 
His wife might respond, “But it’s gotta be hard on her and your mom that she doesn’t 
have a job. Is she thinkin about getting a job?” 
“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I think she wants to work on the dissertation and get it 
done. She came home to take care of mom you know. I told her it’s a big load off my mind that 
she’s there with mom. I don’t have to worry that she’ll have a heart attack when she’s home 
alone.” 
“Yeah that is good, but you still go there a lot,” she says carefully. 
“Yeah, I go as much as I can to help them out. That’s what family’s for you know? We 
were there for your mom when she was alive right? That’s just what we do.” 
His wife nods. “But what do you guys talk about all the time? Seems like you always 
have a lot to say to each other.” 
“Yeah, we talk about a lot of things.” 
“All about her dissertation?” 
“Sometimes, but sometimes we just talk about memories from when we were kids, 
about books we’re reading, current events,” he grins, “the meaning of life, stuff like that.” 
His wife chuckles at that and I imagine my brother goes on,  
“She’s been listening to some audio books I recommended and we talk about those. 
These talks with her have gotten me interested in the history of Black people, and Indians, so 
I’ve been listening to books about them, and now she’s listening too and we talk about them. 
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Even mom is reading one of the books on the way Black men were enslaved in the Southern 
prison system after the Civil War. So we talk about that stuff.” 
I imagine his wife’s interest starts to wander at about this point. “Well don’t forget you 
have to take me to the doctor’s tomorrow. We have to set a date for my knee surgery.”  
He might sigh at this point, “No I won’t forget, just be ready on time.” 
Ethical Considerations 
 I sit here writing the final section of my dissertation on ethical issues as Mom does the 
Christmas baking and decorating. I know that all the extra work makes her back hurt more than 
ever. 
 “Wait,” I tell her. Today is the deadline. As soon as I send this off to my Committee I’ll 
help you.” But things need to get done now, not later, when I have time. I tell myself she’s 
stubborn. I tell myself it’s not my fault that she’s in pain. And then I continue writing about my 
family, assimilation, and ethics. 
 The above is mostly angst I realize. How many PhD candidates and PhDs have felt guilt 
for neglecting their partners, children, elderly parents while they work frantically to meet a 
deadline? But given the nature of this study, my neglect, centering myself and my needs so that 
I can work on “dialogic ethnography” feels even more “off.” “I need to ignore you so that I can 
write about how we transcend our differences through dialogue.” Yes, it feels more than a little 
wrong. 
 And it’s not just the “ignore” or “neglect” bits, but the fact that my dissertation has 
impinged on their lives. There’s no way around it; my family has had to help me with my 
homework, big time. 
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The End of a Long Process 
I checked on the date I would meet with Mom, MB, and YB: Sunday, October 4th. Mom 
and I will make dinner – Puerto Rican food, and we’ll get together, the four of us, to talk about a 
chapter in my dissertation. A few weeks before the agreed-upon meeting I e-mail the chapter 
and a brief guidelines sheet to Mom and MB and, since YB never looks at his e-mail, I deliver the 
hard copies to his house. I feel guilty. My dissertation project has asked a lot from them. This is 
only the latest in a series of interviews, family talks where I whip out the recorder, drafts I ask 
them to review and comment on. It’s been a long, long process, but the end is near I promise 
them.  
They’ve responded in ways that are unique to each of them. Mom will do anything to 
help me finally get done – and along with her willingness come the frequent and more and more 
urgent questions: “How far along are you? What do you have left to do? When will you be 
finished?” MB loves engaging in this process with me. I call him my organic intellectual brother; 
hungry for knowledge in a wide range of areas, including his own heritage and family history. YB 
rolls his eyes and makes me sweat a little. “No, I’m not doing it!” he says teasingly. I’ve learned 
not to say anything and just trust that he’ll do as much as he can.  
I deliver the manuscript and guidelines to YB on an afternoon when he’s just returned 
from dental surgery. It’s a beautiful day and we sit and talk on his patio for a while. I kiss his 
head gently feeling a swell of love and protection for my baby brother, vulnerable with his 
swollen face and garbled speech. He’s sweet and gentle with me too, like when he was a boy 
and looked up to his doting older sister; different from the brash, teasing relationship we’ve 
developed as adults. A couple of weeks later he’d read the long chapter and calls to talk about 
it. He likes the story. His main critique is that I’ve left out a key period in our family history: Mom 
and dad’s lives and our lives growing up. Surely that’s important to my exploration of our 
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family’s assimilation? I listen and marvel at how carefully he’s read the story. The care he’s 
taking with giving me feedback. He’s right about the big omission of course, but the chapter is 
already too long. Some of Mom and dad’s story and ours is in the “Lost in Puerto Rico” chapter 
which he hasn’t read yet. But I listen and store his suggestions to address at our upcoming 
family talk. 
Mom pores over the manuscript for hours, correcting both the English and Spanish 
grammar and chastising me over the errors of fact that seem like betrayals. “El segundo 
frente132 was a dish they served after WWII. You have them eating it in the wrong era!,”  
“Ok mom, thanks. I’ll eliminate that reference,” I reply. “But was there anything that 
resonated with you? Not just factual stuff but characterizations you think are right or that don’t 
ring true? How does the story make you feel?” 
“It made me cry,” she whispers. “But Abuelita didn’t sing “You are my sunshine to you. 
She sang, “Wake up little Suzie.” 
“Ok, I’ll change that,” I say, and let the matter drop for now. 
I haven’t heard from MB and that’s uncharacteristic. I’m a little worried that he hated 
the story. But more likely he’s just busy at work I tell myself. 
I call YB on Saturday night to remind him about our scheduled talk the next day. There’s 
a pause on the other end of the phone. 
“Ellen, it’s going to rain and I need to work on the extension to the shed (he’s building in 
his backyard) before the wood is ruined by the rain.” 
Now it’s my turn to pause. 
“And I want to watch the (football) game in the afternoon,” he adds. 
                                                 
132 The second front 
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I take a breath. “Ok well, I understand. Would you like help with the shed? MB will be 
here you know. We could both help you and maybe have the talk afterwards. Maybe you could 
record the game?” I say softly as an afterthought. 
“No, I don’t want you to help me,” is all he replies. 
There’s another pause. “Well, ok. Come if you can. At whatever time you can. Maybe 
you can come later at night after the game. But if you can’t it’s okay. The world won’t end. I 
know you got stuff to do.” 
He sighs. “Ok, I’ll try to make it if I can.” 
“Ok, thanks. Love you.” 
“Love you too, bye.” 
It’s dusk when YB shows up the next day. I smile and silently hope he’s recording the 
game. MB is already here and I’ve set up the living room with photos of the extended family and 
two recorders with fresh batteries at the ready, all on the over-sized wood coffee table. YB 
settles himself in one of the leather recliners, Mom is in the other one; “her chair.” MB sits with 
his back straight on the orange velvet settee Mom bought at an estate sale, and I’m on the 
green plaid couch, feeling a little nervous and more than a little grateful that my family is doing 
this for me. We begin a long leisurely chat about “Lanie’s Story.”  
On Loving My Research Co-Participants 
But I also worry that my love for my family, my concern about portraying them in a 
negative light, will make the research less rigorous, less valid, less true. “The positivists are 
right,” the smirking voice in my head whispers. “You can’t be the subject of your own research, 
you can’t do research on people you love.” I think then about Virginia Dominguez’ (2000) iconic 
essay “For a politics of love and rescue.” Although it was not my original purpose, has this study 
devolved into what she calls “rescue scholarship”? Dominguez says, “We face serious editorial 
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dilemmas when we are personally invested in countering negative depictions (of the ‘peoples’ or 
‘societies’ we consider our own) and not all the ‘data’ we have collected help our cases” (p. 
363). I wonder what Dominguez would think about how much I love my research co-
participants? Even though (or maybe because) this study is meant to look honestly and critically 
at my own and  my family’s performances of assimilation, how do/can I avoid eliminating, 
glossing over, or putting negative implications in a better light? How is this related to dialogue? 
I’m reminded of Debian Marty’s (1999) work on the rhetoric of apologia, the language of 
self-defense. I pull out the text and turn to her chapter easily as the first page has been torn 
from the book from overuse. I wince when I read,  
White children who become adults of goodwill most often oppose racism by helping 
people of color to help themselves. Albeit well-intentioned, this form of white 
antiracism never challenges the racial privilege on which it relies—most centrally, the 
power to choose whether to ‘help’ or ignore—because it emanates from the 
intersection of conscience and a nonreflexive racial consciousness. (p. 52) 
 
I wince because when I read this I remember my conversation with YB. It’s transcribed in 
Chapter 4, “Lost in Puerto Rico,” and reads in part: 
Ellen – Can you envision a society where everybody works hard and everybody gets what they 
need? 
YB – No. 
Ellen – rather than a have and a have not? 
YB – No. That’s comm, is it comm? It’s socialist? 
Ellen – Socialist. 
[YB tells a story about his ability to influence people’s lives for the better through his work.] 
Ellen – So it feels good to do good in the world. 
YB – Yeah! 
Ellen – But what about the people who . . . don’t have that opportunity? 
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YB – Everybody has the opportunity to do good in the world. Everybody. 
Ellen – To some degree? 
YB – To some degree. (p. 131) 
 YB’s assertion of equal opportunity, or at least equal enough, as indicated in the phrase 
“to some degree,” was left there, even though I felt that there was an element of racial apologia 
that had been left unacknowledged. What did YB take away from that talk? What did I take 
away from it? What does/will other readers understand about that snippet of conversation? 
Was my unwillingness to (continue) to challenge what I thought was a moment of “nonreflexive 
race consciousness” a moment of “rescue scholarship”? Did I let the moment go “because I am 
personally invested in “putting negative implications in a better light,” as Dominguez says? How 
many of these moments are there in this study? For that matter, despite my “good intentions,” 
how many times have I glossed over a moment of nonreflexive race consciousness” on my own 
part? How many times have I even failed to recognize when I myself have engaged in apologia 
or worse? 
 These are ethical problems which are very much present in this study, not just risks. Yet, 
despite all this, or really because of our propensity to engage in the rhetoric of self-defense 
against the charge of racism, classism, heterosexism, and more, I persist in engaging with my 
family in exploring the relational, ethical, and political implications of cultural assimilation. 
So finally, without evading responsibility for the kinds of moments I describe above, I 
want to make clear that, although in this work I try to step back and look at the implications of 
my assimilation, I cannot and have not attempted to transcend my assimilationist identity. That 
is, I am writing about, exploring, and analyzing my assimilation as I am deeply entrenched in U.S. 
mainstream culture. If I do anything right here, it involves performing my cultural identity and 
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then attempting to take a critical look at that performance in order to try to be accountable for 
the unearned power my assimilation affords me.  
And of course I do not attempt this alone. I try to create conditions for my family and I 
to do this together – to take that critical look at our family history and everyday lives together, 
and in so doing discuss/uncover how the racialization of Puerto Ricans in the U.S. and how our 
own emerging assimilation influenced/influences our economic and social success at particular 
times and places; to discuss how social forces have influenced the lives of our family members in 
the past and influence our lives today. And how we and they have, can, and do relate to those 
forces in the effort to shape/reshape our own lives. That is the hope and intent anyway. The 
reader may judge how well we have accomplished it. 
Defending Your Life 
“Good luck defending your life!” Youngest Brother (YB) calls out as he leaves the house. 
I laugh. I always laugh when YB refers to my dissertation defense as “defending your life.” 
It’s the title of a movie (Brooks, 1991) we both love. 
Have you seen it? 
Stars young versions of Albert Brooks and Meryl Streep. 
As far as YB is concerned everything in life can be understood through a movie, or TV show, 
some reference to pop culture. 
Albert Brooks dies at the beginning of the movie and in Purgatory he has to defend that he’s 
lived a good life so he can enter heaven. Otherwise he gets sent back to earth to do it over 
again. He learns that he has to defend himself against charges that he never overcame his fears. 
It’s uncanny. YB’s movie metaphors always hit the target.  
The Remains of Memory 
What is your dissertation about? 
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They ask. They will ask, for a little while anyway. 
It’s about acting white 
Thinking we’re white 
And recovering the Puerto Rican. 
No, it’s not about an essential Puerto Rican identity 
Cause as YB says “it’s multi-faceted.”  
What is my dissertation about? 
It’s about listening to things that are hard to hear. 
“My father was very hurt that he changed [his name] from Manuel to Mark.” 
AND 
“Just because I’m born in Puerto Rico doesn’t mean I’m Puerto Rican.” 
AND 
“Well you kept saying she was Puerto Rican and that’s kinda been a joke.” 
AND 
“So I said, you know what I said? “Steven on every single paper you ever fill out for school I want 
you to put down that you’re Hispanic.” 
Things that are hard to hear. 
‘’Ellen, I’ve done it [in high school] when they told spic jokes and didn’t know I was a Puerto 
Rican. And I just, “ah better laugh now, I’m not gonna tell em I’m a spic because then I’m gonna 
be on the other side.” And I don’t want that shit!” 
AND 
“I was raised to be what I looked like and I looked White. It was better to be White. 
It is what it is.” 
AND 
 306 
“It’s um almost like a half-breed kind of thing.” 
AND 
 “And when the Puerto Ricans look at me they’re like, “He ain’t no Puerto Rican. He can’t even 
speak Spanish.” You know? It’s like I’m a hybrid.” 
AND 
“I’ve always passed as White, White, White.” 
AND 
 “Puerto Rican never had anything to do with my upbringing.” 
AND 
“And then when they found out, that’s when the ostracism occurred.” 
Things that are hard to hear. 
“Some of those people were embarrassingly Puerto Rican.” 
AND 
 “If you’re the type of person that is able to rise above your station – air quotes – than I’m fine 
with it. I’ll help you. I’ll do whatever it takes to help you out, whether you’re Puerto Rican, Black, 
Lebanese, Russian, what have you, any kind of minority.” 
AND 
“I don’t feel I’ve played the race card, I feel people have played it for me.” 
AND 
“The White guy gets screwed! Why does the White guy have to get screwed?” 
AND 
“And that’s what I consider myself; racist with Puerto Ricans.” 
It’s about things that are hard to say. 
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“I’ve spent my life unconsciously trying to erase and deny any difference between me and White 
people, Anglo people.” 
AND 
“Somehow I knew that we were better because we had light skin, spoke English without a 
Spanish accent, and thought we were accepted into the world of White people.” 
It’s about compassion and accountability. 
It’s about epiphanies: 
“I’m Puerto Rican then?”  
“As far as we know, yes.”  
AND 
“How can we not acknowledge the good that can derive from affirmative action when our family 
has so clearly benefitted from it?” 
It’s about insights. 
“I think society has built platforms on top of the dead bodies, so to speak. And we are part of 
the dead body generation.” 
And it’s about important questions: 
“To what extent is our success based on that we have lighter skin and that we speak English 
without an accent?” 
Why does your dissertation matter? 
They ask. For a little while they’ll ask. 
It matters in the way who we are, who we think we are and who others think we are matters. 
It matters in the way historical consciousness, self-reflexivity, and careful listening and sharing 
matter. 
It matters because the things we don’t talk about can hurt ourselves and others. 
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It matters because good intentions can hurt too. 
Why does this dissertation matter? 
It depends who is asking and who is answering. 
I am the only one of the Correa’s who will ever look at this massive tome, these hundreds of 
pages again. 
For Mom, and for MB, and for YB it’s not the document that matters; it’s not the archive but the 
performances, the repertoire that emerges from two plus years of helping Ellen with her 
homework.  The remains of memory matter. 
Historian Susan Crane (1997) says, “The criteria of ‘what remains’ as a memory has . . . to do 
with when one is acting as a witness and when one is remembering lived experience, and how 
these two roles coalesce in one person” (p. 1382). And Susan, I would add, “how witnessing and 
remembering can coalesce in one family.”  
 Diana Taylor (2003) conceives of the repertoire as performance which persists, that is 
transmitted through a nonarchival system of transfer. Ahd she says, “Performance transmits 
memories, makes political claims, and manifests a group’s sense of identity” (p.  xvii). 
How does this effort matter? 
For the Correas – and perhaps for others who witness our experience -- It’s about what we 
learn, what we share because we love each other, and because we’re interested, or we got 
interested, and maybe because we need to know. 
For the Correa’s, the power of this reinvocation of the past and reflection on the present, this 
creation of a new repertoire, will continue to influence our performances of assimilated Puerto 
Ricans; will influence how, in the future, we may perform our relationships, our politics, and our 
ethics, differently.  
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